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Abstract
This thesis explores the emerging strategies of the Transition movement in the UK to 
create a low carbon future. Whilst the mobilising strategies identified reflect and 
expand on existing social movement theory (framing, collective identity and 
mobilising structures), the action and change strategies identified have not received 
the same attention. This is because social movement studies tend to focus on why 
social movements emerge, rather than on their role in promoting or resisting change. 
Drawing on engaged ethnographic research, this study begins to fill this gap by 
analysing how Transition is attempting to deal with the ‘twin threats’ of peak oil and 
climate change.
The essence of Transition’s approach is the catalysing of low carbon community 
action. This has been facilitated by the intentional circulation and reinvention of 
ideas drawn from within and beyond the Transition movement, leading to the 
evolution of a number of tactical repertoires of activities, including for local food, 
energy and transport. As a green niche movement. Transition has thus provided 
space for practical experimentation, even social innovation, at the grassroots.
With its focus on consumption and production. Transition challenges both academic 
assumptions about lifestyle movements, and the assumptions of policy-makers and 
practitioners interested in the role of community action in promoting sustainability. 
This is most evident in the movement’s promotion and development of local social 
enterprises, a change strategy largely invisible in environmental policy and social 
movement theory. As such. Transition strategy is not simply about prefiguring the 
future, but reconfiguring the present: its systems, lifestyles and livelihoods.
Transition is best understood, therefore, as an economic, cultural and political social 
movement, imbued not only in life and cultural politics, but a new form of sub-politics 
that aspires to transform current ways of living.
I l l
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Transition is not a known quantity. We truly don’t know if Transition will work. 
It is a social experiment on a massive scale. What we are convinced of is this: 
o If  we wait for the governments, it’ll be too little, too late. 
o If  we act as individuals, it’ll be too little.
o But if we act as communities, it might be just enough. Just in time. 
Everything you will read in this book [The Transition Companion) is the result 
of real work in the real world, with community engagement at its heart. There’s 
no ivory tower insight; no professors in musty oak-panelled studies churning 
out erudite papers; no model carved in stone.
(From ‘A Cheerful Disclaimer’, Hopkins 2011a:17)
VI
Introduction: Why follow the Transition movement?
Chapter One 
Introduction: 
Why follow the Transition Movement?
While governments and big business struggle... to tackle the enormous 
environmental issues that face us, this movement has forged ahead with its 
collective bid to find a creative and passionate response to the question 
‘Where do we go from here?’. ...Transition has become a remarkable 
network with global reach. There are now practical projects underway on the 
ground all over the UK, and beyond. They demonstrate beyond doubt that 
the strengthening and diversification of local economies, underpinned by a 
commitment not to squander the Earth’s finite resources, is a highly effective 
strategy for the uncertain times we live in. They help take fear out of the 
future, while offering people a renewed sense of belonging; of shared 
experience and goals; o f a life that makes sense again. [Emphasis added]
(Hugh Fearniey-Whittingstal! in Hopkins 2011a; 11).
The motivation for the research on which this thesis is based is a belief, supported by 
evidence from the 1960s onwards (e.g. Carson 1962 [2002], Meadows et al. 1974), 
that the environmental issues we face are indeed ‘enormous’, as Fearnley- 
Whittingstall puts it in the quotation above from his foreword to the transition 
movement guide. The Transition Companion. Indeed over the past four decades 
there has been increasing acknowledgement by policy-makers in both the North and 
the South of the need for concerted efforts to tackle some of the most pressing 
environmental problems, in particular climate change. Much of the scientific research 
focused on these often-interconnected environmental issues, such as global warming 
and biodiversity loss, suggest that they are the result of human-induced extraction, 
despoliation and use of natural resources. Often finite in quantity, these natural 
resources are used to support current ‘modern’ ways of living and the socio- 
technical-economic systems that facilitate them. Questions of social justice are 
therefore inherent within these environmental problems because the resource- 
intensiveness of prevalent lifestyles in the North tends to be much higher than in 
developing country contexts. Yet, the resulting ecological damage is more likely to 
have a direct impact on those with subsistence livelihoods, and socio-political- 
economic inequalities both within and between countries mean the poorest are often 
the worst affected.
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There are thus both pragmatic and ethical reasons why the resource-intensiveness of 
Northern lifestyles needs to be reduced. Within the UK, government recognition of a 
number of environmental issues, especially climate change, has led to broad political 
consensus (at least at leadership level) of the need for action. But policy has tended 
to be limited to seeking technological solutions, particularly in relation to 
decarbonising the electricity system (e.g. Renewable Obligation Certificates) which 
do not challenge household practices, or using economic (dis)incentives to 
encourage particular household decisions and behaviour (e.g. the Feed-in-Tariff or 
the Green Deal). Recent policy focus has included learning from behavioural 
economics and psychology [e.g. Great Britain, Behavioural Insights Team (2011)].
There has been little consideration of how community action might leverage lifestyle 
change beyond consideration of grassroots organisations as a means of accessing 
and influencing individuals (e.g. Centre for Sustainable Energy and Community 
Development Xchange 2007). This may be, because as Middlemiss and Parish 
(2010: 7560) point out, not everyone sees the grassroots as a place from which 
social change can emerge. Interesting, therefore, that Defra’s 2005 Government 
White Paper stated that ‘community groups can help tackle climate change, develop 
community energy and transport projects, help minimise waste, improve the quality of 
the local environment, and promote fair trade and sustainable consumption and 
production’.
However, this ‘optimistic view’ (Middlemiss & Parish 2010: 7560) was prefaced by: 
‘We can learn and change our behaviour more effectively in groups’ (Great Britain, 
Defra 2005: 27), again positioning community organisations as simply mechanisms 
for promoting individual behaviour change. Thus the ‘Together We Can’ campaign to 
which the White Paper committed the then Labour government to supporting as the 
core element of Community Action 2021 was all about supporting individuals to make 
‘different choices’ (ibid). Moreover, the Big Society agenda promoted by David 
Cameron when the Coalition came to power in 2010 became more focused, in the 
‘age of austerity’, on encouraging the third sector to use volunteer labour to deliver 
welfare services in the wake of cuts to the public sector and reductions in state 
funding for charities.
Church and Elster’s (2002: 40) review of environment-focused community action 
suggests that the ‘value of local action’ is that it can lead to ‘practical local
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improvements that meet local needs’, be a means to implementing ‘local plans’ and 
‘targets’, remove ‘suspicion’, engage ‘those who were uninterested before’, engage 
people in ‘lifestyle’ change and garner ‘support for national policy’. This reflects an 
‘instrumental’ (Middlemiss 2009) practitioner perspective that is not very different 
from the government view expressed above. Though the Transition Network’s 
‘cheerful disclaimer’ that: ‘If we wait for the governments, it’ll be too little, too late; if 
we act as individuals, it’ll be too little; but if we act as communities, it might be just 
enough, just in time’ (Hopkins 2011a:17) is not necessarily inimical to such a stance, 
Middlemiss (2009) suggests it puts communities much more centre stage with 
regards social change in pursuit of sustainability.
What then is the role of community action in social change for sustainability? There 
is a small emerging academic literature related to this topic, particularly in relation to 
community energy. However, the focus still tends to be on community and group- 
based approaches to promoting pro-environmental behaviours and social practices 
(e.g. Middlemiss 2009, Peters et al 2010, Hargreaves et al 2008, Hargreaves 2011, 
Howell 2012), though there is also increasing attention on the ‘grassroots’ as a site 
for green social innovation (Seyfang and Smith 2007, Seyfang 2009a, Seyfang and 
Haxeltine 2012, Kirwan et al 2013) or environment-related community capacity- 
building (Middlemiss & Parrish 2010, Kirwan et al 2013). The relative paucity of 
academic material on this theme and its somewhat narrow scope may reflect areas 
of policy interest, but also suggests that this specific question remains under­
researched.
When I decided to ‘follow’ (Gallon 1987) the newly emergent Transition movement, it 
appeared to offer a potentially rich field to explore such a question, given its specific 
focus on community-based action as a key response to the ‘twin threats’ of climate 
change and peak oil. Whilst there were a growing number of climate change- 
oriented groups that were popping up across the UK, following on from the Local 
Agenda 21 groups of the 1990s, what appeared especially interesting about the 
Transition movement was that it was actively striving to be a ‘movement’ (not only in 
the UK but beyond). A social movement is an entity and process which, whilst being 
defined in many different ways within the vast academic literature on social 
movements, is broadly understood to be about resisting or promoting social change. 
Although a number of climate-change or low carbon community networks and 
organisations, such as the Low Carbon Communities Network and Greening 
Communities, have since appeared in the UK to link existing groups and/or to
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facilitate the creation of new ones, Transition remains the only self-proclaimed 
movement. Exploring the strategy of such a movement thus seemed an obvious way 
to explore the potential of community action in relation to preparing for a ‘carbon 
constrained, energy-lean world’ (Transition Town Totnes 2010), particularly given the 
depth of the theoretical literature on social movements.
The validity of focusing on movement strategy as a subject for inquiry was reinforced 
as I began to familiarise myself with the social science literature on social 
movements: it became clear that this is an area that has only been addressed 
tangentially within the theoretical scholarship on movements. Despite the 
extensiveness of the literature, very little attention has been paid to community-based 
approaches except as place-based resistance to external agents of change (e.g. 
Castells 2010, Rootes 2007). The focus has tended to be on exploring the reasons 
for, and processes involved in, the emergence of particular movements or movement 
types and associated cycles of contention. In particular there has been a long-term 
and persistent (if contested) tendency, dating from at least the 1970s, to distinguish 
between cultural [or ‘new’ (Melucci 1980)] movements and political movements, with 
the former said to be oriented towards shifting lifestyles and values and the latter 
towards transforming or reforming political arrangements of the state.
Many empirical studies have challenged such distinctions, showing that movements 
often incorporate both cultural and political orientations and tactics, and as a result 
there have been attempts over the last two decades to bring together learning on the 
political and cultural aspects of movements within one theoretical framework (e.g. 
Diani 1992, McAdam et al 1996). However, such attempts at synthesis tend to 
confine acknowledgements of the cultural strategies adopted by movements to their 
efforts to recruit members, in essence their mobilising strategies, in particular their 
framing processes and collective identity development.
Where there is analysis of specific movements that are strategically oriented towards 
lifestyles and values rather than towards state-based political arrangements, such 
movements tend to be characterised as engaging in a form of life politics (Giddens 
1991). Their main strategies are thus often portrayed as being either to encourage 
individuals to partake in particular forms of ethical consumption or in group-based 
prefiguring of desired lifestyles to provide a cultural challenge to current ways of 
living through juxtaposition. Such strategies for change (my phrase) are seen as 
focused on the micro-interactions of the everyday and are therefore often
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characterised as weak (Melucci 1996). This was a very different ‘story’ than the one 
that appeared to underpin the developing Transition movement, and one that I felt 
was worth following. Though aware that Transition offered a particular vision of the 
future that not all share, I still felt that following the Transition movement not only 
offered potential learning for policy-makers and practitioners with regards strategies 
for sustainability, but possibly for sociological understandings of social change.
As a result of the above thinking, I eventually developed the following research 
questions:
What strategies are being used in the Transition movement to attempt to 
bring about the resilient low carbon future envisioned, how and why; and what 
learning does such analysis o f Transition strategies potentially contribute to 
(a) theorisations of social movements and change, and (b) understanding of 
the potential role of community action in bringing about a low carbon future?
To attempt to answer these questions, I adopted a ‘multi-sited’ (Marcus 1995) and 
engaged ethnographic approach to the research that combined in-depth interviews 
with grassroots Transition activists, analysis of Network-related materials (books, 
films, websites), and ‘observant participation’ (Brown 2007) of various Transition 
events and meetings. The development of the ‘field’ for the fieldwork involved my 
following the themes of ‘food’, ‘energy’ and ‘transport’ largely within England: in 
essence I approached activists and attended events that I felt would provide insights 
into the community action being developed in Transition in the UK in relation to each 
of these three themes.
As such, these themes provided boundaries for my research which whilst still 
providing copious, sometimes overwhelming, amounts of qualitative data -  one of the 
challenges of exploring a dynamic and evolving social phenomenon -  also delineate 
its limitations. I did not focus on some of the other evolving themes that Transition 
Initiatives (groups) are engaging with, and I did not explore activities related to Inner 
Transition, the spiritual and eco-psychological aspects of Transition. Moreover, I 
focused only on what Transition Initiatives are doing within the UK. However, given 
that Transition grew out of an Initiative set up in Totnes, England, where the social 
movement organisation, the Transition Network, was also established, and many of 
the early Initiatives arising in England started with food activities, and to a lesser 
extent energy and transport, I believe these boundaries are strategically justifiable
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and that the analysis of movement strategy I present has validity within these 
parameters.
My main concern -  and indeed the Network's stated concern about research on the 
Transition movement -  was that my research might be of use to activists. However, 
not knowing what would come out of my analysis, I was never sure I would produce 
something of direct utility. This is one of the reasons why I became actively involved 
in a local Transition group when the opportunity arose: this provided another way for 
me to contribute (I hoped) to a movement with which I was in sympathy and from 
which there was a risk I might simply extract data for academic purposes. It seemed 
to me to be an ethical way forward, and one that would provide an interesting ‘insider’ 
perspective on the question of strategy that was no more partial, and potentially more 
visible, than had I been an ‘outsider’.
I will return in greater detail to many of the above points in later chapters. But here I 
will provide a brief outline of what is to follow. The next chapter provides a more in- 
depth review of the literature on social movements in order to illustrate the surprising 
gap that exists when it comes to theorising movement strategy, particularly those that 
might be deemed more cultural in focus. It highlights a number of sensitising 
concepts from this literature and beyond which I have used as a toolkit for analysing 
Transition movement strategy, and also looks at the growing body of literature on the 
Transition movement itself that has been written since this PhD was started. The 
following chapter then outlines the research methodology I adopted and the reasons 
for this in light of my research topic and my epistemological assumptions.
This is then followed by five analytical chapters exploring Transition strategy. The 
first three focus on Transition mobilising strategies. The first mobilising strategy I 
focus on is that of defining the nature and values of the low carbon transition 
required, as framed by the Transition Network. The second is the creation of a 
‘Transitioners’, activists who identify with the movement and are therefore willing and 
able to commit ‘time’ and ‘energy’ to the organisation of movement-related activities. 
However, this chapter also highlights some of the strategic dilemmas (Jasper 2004) 
that the development of a collective identity that depends on the elision of personal 
and movement identities is causing for Transition. The third mobilising strategy is the 
development of local autonomous Initiatives based on a loose, federated movement 
structure which provide the means for bringing together and supporting potential 
Transitioners to deliver community-based action. This mobilising structure relies on
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personalised and partnership-focused modes of organising, but again this strategy is 
not without its problems.
The fourth analytical chapter focuses on the core action strategy of catalysing 
localised low carbon community action in a number of thematic areas, particularly 
food, energy and transport. This involves evolving a number of tactical repertoires on 
which Initiatives can draw, based on the circulation of activity ideas and their 
reinvention within, and for, local circumstances. This chapter also highlights the 
specific change strategies to which the activity types in the different repertoires 
contribute. The last analytical chapter then focuses on the overarching generic 
change strategy that underlies the Transition movement: manifesting the desired 
localised low carbon future in order not only to prefigure and practice future lifestyles 
and livelihoods, but to reconfigure current systems of provision on which existing 
lifestyles and livelihoods depend.
The final chapter draws this analysis together in order to answer the research 
questions outlined earlier, highlighting the potential contribution this research makes 
to the academic literature and possible lessons for policy-makers and practitioners 
interested in community-based approaches to sustainability. Hopkins, the ‘founder’ 
of the movement claims in his epilogue to The Transition Companion (2011 a: 291 ): 
‘The last five years’ experiment in Transition suggests anything is possible. A report 
published just before this book went to print, by the World Economic Forum, 
identified the key areas of risk for governments as being climate change, extreme 
energy price volatility and fiscal crises -  the very areas Transition is focusing on. As 
such, it seems to me that, in many ways. Transition is ahead of government thinking 
on this, and has much insight and learning to contribute’. By following the Transition 
movement, this thesis represents one early attempt to pinpoint what this insight and 
learning might be, for not only government, but for academics and for practitioners, 
including (I hope) Transition activists themselves.
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Chapter Two 
Exploring social movements: 
Theories, concepts and empirical examples 
Introduction
Social movement literature is rich and extensive, and it is to this body of knowledge 
that this chapter largely turns in seeking conceptual tools that might assist in the 
analysis of Transition movement strategy. However, as this literature review of social 
movement theory will show, movement strategy is an under-theorised aspect of 
social movement studies, particularly in relation to movements that are not explicitly 
focused on the state.
This lack of in-depth discussion about the strategies adopted by movements for 
collective action is perhaps because there is surprisingly little explicit theorising about 
the role of social movements as agents of social change. The focus has tended to 
be on exploring the social or political changes that have led to the emergence of 
social movements. Yet Jordan (2005:15) argues that social movements ‘provide a 
valuable object’ for analysis of change because of ‘the ability to generate one 
framework of analysis which can connect the everyday and the routine to the epochal 
and the spectacular...’. I therefore also draw on a number of other social science 
literatures, in particular those focused on socio-technical transitions, social practices 
and politics beyond ‘the iron cage’, to bolster the conceptual tool box that I develop.
The chapter starts, therefore, by exploring some of the ‘blind spots’ (Haenfler et al 
2012) within social movement theory with regards movement strategy, before 
outlining a conceptual tool box drawn both from this literature and from the other, 
sometimes overlapping, literatures. The review then considers the small but 
burgeoning literature on the Transition movement itself in order to illustrate how this 
analysis is likely to contribute to existing knowledge of the Transition movement, as 
well as to position the movement in relation to other movements of which it is said to 
be a part. The chapter ends with an explication of the specific research questions 
this thesis is designed to address in light of the main findings of the review.
Exploring social movements: Theories, concepts and empirical examples
Defining and delineating social movements: the limits of current theory
An underlying premise of this thesis is that Transition is a burgeoning social 
movement and therefore social movement theory can contribute to understanding 
this social phenomenon. Moreover, the assumption is that exploring Transition may 
be able to contribute further theoretical insights to this existing body of knowledge. 
What then is a social movement?
The exact definition of a ‘social movement’ remains contested within the academic 
literature. However, Snow et al (2004:11) in their review of social movement 
scholarship outline the defining features as (a) collective action outside institutional 
channels, (b) change-oriented goals, and (c) some degree of organisation and 
continuity. They point in particular to general agreement that social movements are 
about ‘promoting or resisting change to some aspect of the world in which we live’ 
(2004: 8), but that there is a ‘lack of consensus as to the focus and levels of changes 
sought’ (ibid). Ultimately they attempt to provide a definition of social movements 
that is more ‘inclusive’ than those that tend to predominate in the USA social 
movement literature where there has often been a privileging of state-oriented 
movements: ‘challengers to or defenders of existing institutional authority -  whether it 
is located in the political, corporate, religious or educational realm -  or patterns of 
cultural authority, such as systems of beliefs or practices reflective of those beliefs’ 
(2004: 9).
But there is also contestation over the nature of social movements. Whilst Rucht 
(2004) argues that ... social movements are complex social entities with vague and 
shifting boundaries’, Tilly (2004) berates the tendency to reify movements as entities 
rather than as ‘episodes’ of dynamic collective action. Both Tarrow (1998) and 
Koopmans (2004) remind us that not only are social movements dynamic, but so are 
the contexts in which they operate, partly as a result of their own actions. Indeed 
many movement scholars suggest that social movements are best understood as 
being a part of a ‘protest’ or ‘social movement field’, configured by networks of allies 
and opponents (Crossley 2002, Calhoun 1993). Yet Calhoun (1993: 387) suggests 
there is still a tendency within the literature to compartmentalise movements. This is 
evident in Snow et al’s (2004) definition above which distinguishes between 
movements that are ‘institutionally’-oriented and those that are ‘culturally’-focused, a 
distinction that originates in the differences between the two main geographical 
‘schools’ of social movement thought that have predominated since the 1970s.
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Leading US social movement researchers (e.g. Tilly, McCarthy, Tarrow, McAdam) 
have tended to emphasise the rational and often state-oriented nature of social 
movement collective action, in contrast to the previously dominant US-based 
‘collective behaviour’ interpretation (Diani 1992) which sometimes cast movements 
as chaotic, even pathological, responses to social crises (McAdam 2003, Buechler 
2004). Meanwhile European academics (e.g. Habermas, Touraine, Melucci, Offe, 
Laclau & Mouffe, Giddens), emerging from dominant Marxist analytical traditions, 
have drawn attention to the appearance of apparently novel forms of social 
movement during the 1960s and 70s, such as the environment, feminist and peace 
movements. Often referred to as ‘New Social Movements’ [NSMs] (Melucci 1980, 
Offe 1985), they were seen as differing from previous class-based claims-making in 
their focus on the ‘grammar’ of everyday living (Habermas 1987).
The newness of NSMs, and therefore their association with ‘epochal’ changes as a 
result of the emergence of a ‘post-industrial’ or ‘programmed’ society (Touraine 1974, 
1981) and shifts in social values towards post-materialism (Inglehart 2003) has been 
challenged (Pichardo 1987), partly through historical analysis (Calhoun 1993, Scott 
1990, Plotke 1990). However, some of these authors recognise that those 
movements often described as NSMs have opened up the question of what counts 
as political action through ‘politicising everyday life rather than focusing on the large- 
scale systems of state and economy’ (Calhoun 1993: 398). Indeed Escobar (1992: 
420) has suggested:
Contemporary social movements are about the negotiation of the practices 
and rationalities o f modernity and post-modernity in the envisioning and 
reconstruction of social orders. Recent literature in social movements is a 
reminder o f how people continue to shape their world through types of 
political activism that include the fashioning of visions, symbols and 
alternative meanings as much as concrete forms o f mobilization and 
organizing.
Despite this, there is still a tendency for social movement scholars to distinguish 
between culturally-oriented and politically-oriented social movements (Snow et al 
2004, Goodwin and Jasper 2003, Diani 1992), often equating the former to a focus 
on lifestyle and values, and the latter to a focus on the state, with little conceptual 
room to consider whether they might be both, and more.
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‘Political’ and ‘cultural’ movements
The ‘compartmentalisation’ (Calhoun 1993: 387) of movements into the 
categorisations of political and cultural [or ‘lifestyle’ (Haenfler et al 2012)] arise out of 
differences in movement approach and target, one that has typically been 
characterised as ‘strategy-oriented’ and ‘identity-oriented’ respectively (Cohen 1985). 
The collective action of so-called political movements is said to focus on the polity. 
Though sometimes accompanied by quiet background negotiating (Tarrow 1998), it 
tends to be portrayed as contentious, even where playfully enacted. The tactics 
adopted are frequently episodic, and may include demonstrations, sit-ins, petitions, 
and lobbying. The potential power of such forms of collective action is based on the 
ability to visibly amass people together, and there are often identifiable ‘asks’ and 
political targets, as well as evident opponents.
The collective action of lifestyle (or cultural) movements tends to be seen as more 
spatially-dispersed, individualised and private (Micheletti 2003). The tactical focus is 
often on on-going action taken by individuals in their daily lives, through their 
consumption practices and/or their social interactions and relationships. Such forms 
of action may be orchestrated by a social movement organisation (Balsiger 2011), as 
in a boycott of particular goods in order to generate (sub-)political force for change 
(Beck 1997, Holzer 2006), or within an intentional community that provides a ‘cultural 
critique’ (Lockyer 2007). But in general such action tends to be characterised by 
social movement scholars as weak (Melucci 1996), apolitical and un-strategic 
because it is small-scale, fragmented and ‘self-centred’ rather than state-focused 
(Haenfler et al 2012).
Partly as a result of empirical research that has challenged the divide between new 
and old and between political and cultural, there has been some melding of the two 
transatlantic branches of social movement thinking which in the past has often 
reinforced the existence of these two types of movement. But Haenfler at al (2012:
2) argue that the division persists and has ‘created a scholarly blind spot concealing 
the intersections of private action and movement participation, personal change and 
social change, and personal identity and collective identity’, mainly because political 
movements are privileged as change-makers. They contend, however, that lifestyle 
movements, such as ‘green living’ (recycling and energy conservation) ‘voluntary 
simplicity’ (reducing material possessions) and ‘locavore’ (buying local food
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produced) within the broader environmental movement, have much greater 
transformative ambition than usually acknowledged within the social movement 
literature.
Indeed they state that certain movements may ‘consciously and actively promote a 
lifestyle, or way of living, as their primary means to foster social change’ (Haenfler 
2012: 2 [emphasis in original]). Haenfler et al (2012) thus challenge the assumption 
that a movement focus on the way people live (their lifestyle) is, by definition, not 
strategic. Whilst many studies suggest that movements contain both ‘expressive’ 
and ‘instrumental’ elements (Foweraker 1995), this suggests that an apparently 
expressive tactic (e.g. buying fair-trade tea) may also be purposive. The aim, they 
suggest, is to shift ‘cultural and economic practices’ (Haenfler 2012: 6).
Community-focused and grassroots movements
Haenfler et al’s (2012) analysis draws attention to the current gap in social movement 
thinking on the potential contribution of lifestyle movements to social change. 
However, Haenfler et al (2012) do not go beyond the distinction between political and 
lifestyle (or cultural) movements that has underpinned the theoretical field in the 
global North for many years. The Transition Network may (dis)claim that Transition’s 
strategic focus is neither on government (as political movements are usually seen to 
be) nor on individuals (as lifestyle movements tend to be expected to be). Yet social 
movement theory has very little to say on movements that focus on ‘that arena of 
social engagement which exists above the individual yet below the state’ (Wapner 
2003: 203), let alone which explicitly aim, like Transition, to focus on communities as 
the main means to achieving their ends.
Though Stoecker (1995:112) has argued that local, neighbourhood movements have 
‘probably been the most important social movement form of the 1980s and 1990s’, 
there has been little theoretical focus on this type of movement within the North. 
Though Martinez (2009: 323) points to how ‘community-based movements, their 
origins, and their transformative potential are a central focus of urban research’, she 
suggests that this field has not drawn on social movement theory and has tended to 
treat them as emerging from a ‘relational, presumably non-strategic, local reality’. 
Within the fold of social movement studies, there appears to be more research of 
‘grassroots’ movements in the South (Escobar 2008). However, the place-specificity 
(Routledge 2003) and place-valuation (Parkins and Craig 2006) of such local
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movements mean they tend to be characterised as diverse attempts to resist change 
as a result of globalisation (Routledge 2003, Parkins and Craig 2006, Escobar 2008) 
or neo-liberal capitalism (Stolle-McAllister 2007, Martinez 2009).
Price et al (2008:127) argue for an ‘overlooked’ category of a movement form they 
call ‘Grounded Utopian Movements’ (GUMs) which are not interested in state 
recognition and cannot be understood in terms of ‘instrumental grievances’, but are 
motivated instead by an alternative vision of the future, which they attempt to bring to 
fruition through establishing ‘ways of living which their members find more just and 
satisfying than at present’. By grounded. Price et al (2008:128) mean ‘that the 
identities, values and imaginative dimensions of utopia are culturally focused on real 
places, embodied by living people, informed by past lifeways, and constructed and 
maintained through the quotidian interactions and valued practices that connect 
members of a community’, even if a diasporic one.
The ‘place-making’ tactics that are sometimes used by such movements to promote 
collective action in defence of a particular area against perceived outside influence 
(Larsen 2008, Stolle-McAllister 2007), and ‘the politics of difference’ (Escobar 2008) 
that may be involved, has concerned some scholars. They point to the apparent 
NIMBYism (not-in-my-backyard) of some ‘local’ movements (Snow et al 2004) and 
the potential oppressiveness of what Harvey (1996), following Williams (1989), has 
labelled ‘militant particularism’, particularly when the privileging of the local also 
involves practices of distinction that perpetuate class inequalities (see Dupuis & 
Goodman 2005 on the alternative food movement).
However, Routledge (2003) has highlighted that the ‘alter-globalisation’ movement 
has developed a strategy of creating ‘convergence spaces’ for ‘globalised local 
action’, where local movements across the world engage in the same type of action, 
or for ‘localised global action’ where representatives of different local movements 
gather to take collective action in one place of global significance (e.g. the 2009 
Copenhagen climate change negotiations). Such strategies, he and others have 
suggested, help to challenge concerns about the particularism of local or grassroots 
movements. Moreover, there are grassroots movements such as Kenya’s 
‘consensus’ greenbelt movement which are non-oppositional in approach and ‘self- 
help’ in orientation (Michaelson 1994). Though characteristic of movements in 
developing country contexts, according to Michaelson, they are not well-documented 
(ibid).
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The above brief overview of social movement literature not only raises questions 
about what kind of social movement Transition is and the nature of the strategies it 
adopts, but suggests that these questions are integrally linked. Moreover, it suggests 
that persistent theoretical divisions between political and cultural movements may 
hamper understanding of the strategies of some lifestyle movements, particularly 
where they are focused on community (rather than individual) action at the local 
level, since grassroots movements appear to be relatively understudied, despite their 
prevalence.
Conceptualising movement strategy
But then strategy per se is a largely under-theorised area of social movement 
thinking (Jasper 2004). McAdam (2003) suggests that this ‘meso-level analysis' of 
social movement dynamics is missing because there has been too much focus on 
the before and, to a lesser extent, the after of collective action. This may be because 
some researchers have argued that the most important question social movement 
studies can address is why specific movements emerge when they do (Parker-Gwin 
2000). This preoccupation with the ‘origins of contention’ (McAdam et al 2001: 42) 
may explain why structural rather than agentic approaches such as strategy analysis 
have tended to dominate social movement thinking over the past two decades 
(Jasper 2004). Yet, given the general consensus of the purpose of a social 
movement, it is surprising there has been so little explicit attention to how social 
movement activists attempt to bring about or resist the change they desire or fear, 
except in limited tactical and resource-focused terms.
What theory there is, is largely implicit. Within the ‘political process’ school, strategy 
tends to be understood as an instrumental response to political opportunities which 
are seen as dependent on how open a political system is to claims-makers. Within 
‘resource mobilisation’ studies, strategy is linked to the need for social movement 
activists to mobilise resources in order to enable collective action. This involves the 
recruitment of members, the raising of funds, and the development of organisational 
forms to facilitate such activities. Whilst Foweraker (1995) argues that resource 
mobilisation approaches are ‘all about strategy’, McCarthy and Zald (2002: 543) have 
admitted in their appraisal of this social movement scholarly tradition -  an approach 
they were partly responsible for founding -  that ‘[we] were almost silent, at least
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theoretically, on the issue of strategic decision-making.’ The ‘cultural turn’ of the 
1980s led to the identification of social movement ‘framing’ of social problems and 
solutions as key in mobilising people to become involved. Framing thus came to be 
seen as a strategic act (Zald 1996, Benford & Snow 2000, Johnston & Noakes 2005).
In essence, therefore the ‘emerging consensus’ from ‘the social movement literature’ 
(largely emanating from the States) over the last two decades has been that activist 
achievement in bringing about (or resisting) change combine all three aspects of 
these three social movement traditions: ‘framing processes’ [developing shared 
strategic understandings of what the movement is trying to do, why and how], 
‘mobilizing structures’ [the networks from which a movement recruits members and 
the organisational form it develops to mobilise collective action], and ‘political 
opportunities’ [the openness of the political system to a movement’s approach] (Rao 
et al 2000: 244, McAdam et al 1996). But whilst these are useful constructs that can 
provide helpful analytical tools when thinking about movement strategy (and will be 
discussed in this light later), the implication has been that these are the sole 
determinants of movement success and therefore explorations of movement strategy 
are best focused on these interlinked ‘variables’ (McAdam 2003). However, there 
have been calls by the pioneers of these conceptual tools (McAdam et al 2001:11) to 
‘move away from the static structural models’ that have developed as a result and 
‘search for the dynamic mechanisms (and concatenated processes) that shape’ the 
‘contentious politics’ of which, according to this school of thought, social movements 
are a part (McAdam 2003: 288).
Despite this, Jasper (2004) argues that movement analysis still remains too 
structural. He argues that a focus on strategy will help re-introduce agency into 
social movement studies. Defining strategy as deciding between choices about how 
to proceed, he suggests that there are a number of common dilemmas that face 
social movement strategists. One example he gives is the question of how 
boundaried a movement identity should be allowed to become. This is a potential 
issue, he argues, because of the need to balance the requirements of inspiring and 
sustaining existing activists through feelings of belonging, with that of attracting as 
many new members as possible through maintaining a broad appeal. His definition 
of strategy as instrumental choice-making, therefore, suggests it is a conscious and 
observable micro-process of weighing up the advantages and disadvantages of 
different courses of action.
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Yet Ganz (2002) argues that whilst choice-making about ‘targeting, timing and 
tactics' can be directly observed, the strategy that informs such decisions can only be 
‘inferred’. Whilst strategy no doubt does emerge from a myriad of discussions about 
‘what shall we do and how shall we do it’, Jasper’s proposal is at risk of reducing the 
analysis of movement strategy to the minutiae of observable instances of decision­
making by select individual actors. Whittier’s (2002: 299) definition of strategising as 
the ‘process of interpreting political opportunities, cultural acceptability, goals, and 
the tactics likely to promote change’ provides a more nuanced view of strategy. 
Ultimately, strategy, open though it is to ongoing reassessment, concerns the overall 
approach taken within a movement to achieve (sometimes shifting) goals 
(Maeckelbergh 2011).
The importance of considering movement ‘action’ strategies
The brief overview above of how movement strategy has been treated implicitly 
within social movement theories reveals that it has largely focused on what Smith et 
al (1997: 71) call ‘mobilizing strategies’. This is strategy related to the development 
and maintenance of the movement, in particular the recruitment and retention of 
activists. There has been much less consideration of the other form of strategy 
Smith et al (ibid) identify, that of ‘action strategies’. They define ‘action strategies’ as 
the means ‘employed to influence policy’, though later admit that some social 
movements aim ‘to change social beliefs, values or practices’ and cite the example of 
environmental groups that ‘may try to change patterns of consumption and disposal’ 
(Smith et al 1997: 72). Indeed they highlight the ‘diffusion of values, frames, tactics 
and practices’ to other social groupings as a key action strategy (ibid). Moreover, 
they argue that ‘repertoires of contention’ (Tilly 1979) -  a concept that encapsulates 
the finding that movements tend to develop a particular tactical toolkit -  are a ‘critical 
component of movement action strategies’. But otherwise there is little detail.
The idea of action strategy has not been picked up in more mainstream social 
movement theory, and there is little social movement research that focuses explicitly 
on such strategies. This is very surprising, given that social movements are 
understood to be agents for collective action aimed at bringing about or resisting 
change, and suggests another gap within the social movement literature. For 
instance, McCarthy and Wolfson (1996:1072) drew on only three social movement 
studies (two from the 1960s and one from 1982) to claim that there are three 
strategies (they do not use the term ‘action’) that social movements tend to adopt to
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achieve their aims: awareness-raising (‘public education’), service provision to those 
whose circumstances they want to change, and/or changing the legal or political 
system (‘legislative action’). Yet exploring studies of the movements that are often 
characterised as being within the broader environmental and/or anti-globalisation 
movements suggest that this summary of action strategy may be an over­
simplification, particularly for so-called cultural or lifestyle movements.
Parkins and Craig’s (2006) analysis of what they call the Slow Living movement 
suggests some very different action strategies and focus. They outline the ‘present- 
oriented’ practices that movement participants actively choose to perform in their 
everyday lives, such as meditation and the Alexander Technique, which help in the 
cultivation of mindfulness, enhance reflexivity and ‘attention’ when accomplishing 
everyday routines (shopping, washing up, cleaning teeth, etc). They argue that such 
practices and routines (what might be conceived as movement tactics) potentially 
connect discursive and practical consciousness (Giddens 1984) in novel ways, and 
offer a potential source for utopian inspiration through the conscious temporal 
revaluing of everyday activities. They suggest that movements like Slow Food which 
focus attention on everyday activities in the private sphere ‘generate a public debate 
about matters of personal practice, public values and social organization’, therefore 
bringing seemingly private lifestyle choices into public view. In the case of the Slow 
Food movement, they argue, the life politics involved are about the nature of the 
relationship between the local and the global, re-emphasising the former (as 
Transition does, as we will see in Chapter 4).
But they also draw attention to the agricultural-focused activities undertaken by the 
Slow Food movement organisation to enable individuals to choose local. This hints 
at deliberate movement action strategies which target what might be called the 
‘choice architecture’, existing systems of provisioning which help to shape and 
constrain what people are able to do. But as Tovey’s (2002) study of the organic 
food movement in Ireland suggests, such an action strategy may not only be about 
promoting particular lifestyles, but particular livelihoods. Based on interviews with 
organic farmers there, she argues that the main aim of the Irish organic movement 
was ‘to establish or maintain innovatory forms of livelihood connected with food’ 
(Tovey 2002: 6).
In some ways, these movements might be characterised as ‘self-help’, in the way 
that Michaelson (1994) uses the term, rather than Putnam (2000) who adopts the
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term exclusively to describe the group-based 12-step addiction programmes that he 
argued was the fastest growing movement in the States. Michaelson’s self-help 
movements are made up of local groups too, but they ‘engage in collective action to 
improve conditions of the group directly, and in so doing, correspondingly alter social 
arenas’ (Michaelson 1994: 541). Drawing on his research of Kenya’s ‘consensus’ 
green belt movement, he gives the example of a reforestation programme from which 
local participants benefit in terms of improvements to fuel supplies, other tree 
products and soil fertility, and points to wider societal gains of assisting communities 
to increase the sustainability of their use of natural resources. He suggests that such 
movements are ‘characteristic’ of developing country contexts where they represent 
a response to ‘gaps in government provision’ (Michaelson 1994: 541), but that they 
remain relatively un-documented. Moreover his analysis shows how movements in 
certain contexts may blur academic or cultural distinctions between livelihoods and 
lifestyles which tend to be implicitly upheld in analysis of Northern movements 
because of social arrangements based on temporal, spatial and emotional divisions 
between work and non-work practices.
Botsman and Roger’s (2010) analysis of what they call the emerging ‘collaborative 
consumption movement’ suggests other action strategies are being adopted by 
movements in the North that have an environmental concern and an interest in 
community. They identify three internet-based strategies, the underlying principle of 
which, they propose, is to facilitate access to ‘stuff as an alternative to ownership, 
privileging experiences over possessions, and thus ‘sharing resources without 
sacrificing lifestyles’. These strategies are: (i) the creation of ‘redistribution markets’ 
which encourage the exchange of unused or under-used items [e.g. Freecycle]; (ii) 
the provision of support for collaborative lifestyles through the sharing o f ‘resources’ 
such as ‘money, skills, and time’ [e.g. land-share schemes, time-banks]; and (iii) the 
development of ‘product service systems’ where someone buys a service not a 
product [e.g. car-share clubs] (Botsman 2010).
Jamison (2006: 56) uses the example of the Alternative Technology (AT) movement 
to argue that the ‘new public spaces, or arenas that are carved out by social 
movements often provide the setting for innovative forms of cognitive praxis, 
combining new worldview or cosmological assumptions with alternative 
organizational forms and technological criteria’. He suggests the AT movement was 
founded on an ‘ecological worldview’ based on the ‘ideas of systems ecology’, 
promoted by ‘movement intellectuals’ such as Schumacher (1973) who coined the
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phrase ‘small is beautiful’. Like Smith (2005) below, Jamison (2006) highlights the 
strategies the movement evolved, in particular workshops and awareness-raising 
about energy use. He echoes Glover’s analysis (2006) of what Glover calls the 
renewable energy movement. Glover suggests that the renewable energy movement 
[which could be said to be a continuation of the AT movement, although Jamison 
(2006) suggests AT ‘decomposed’ in the 1980s] was as much about social change 
as technological change, as evinced in ‘alternative lifestyles’. The adoption of such 
lifestyles, Glover (2006) suggests, promoted new forms of social organisation and 
arrangements that supported reduction in energy use, and therefore could arguably 
be presented as a movement action strategy.
Smith (2005:114) has developed a ‘typology’ of the four strategies he contends were 
adopted by the UK AT movement of the 1970s and 1980s. This covers mobilisation 
of support and advocacy in terms of education and lobbying, as in many movements, 
but also highlights a strategy of creating ‘demonstration centres’ which he calls 
‘iconic’, as well as a strategy of developing ‘community and small businesses’ that he 
calls ‘grassroots’. Whilst such action strategies might be characterised as a form of 
service-provision [as Botsman and Rogers (2010) do explicitly], the emphasis is 
different from the welfare implications of McCarthy and Wolfson’s (1996) use of the 
term. Indeed Seyfang and Smith (2007) have since argued that one of the potential 
roles of grassroots green niches, of which Seyfang and Haxeltine (2010) has 
suggested the Transition movement is a ‘global’ example, is to nurture social 
innovation.
This hypothesis emanates largely from the theoretical and empirical non-purposive 
‘systems-in-transitions’ work (Shove & Walker 2007) of science and technology 
studies rather than from the social movement literature. What is interesting about 
theoretical developments in this field, however, is that it has not only included 
exploration of ‘strategic niche management’ (Schot et al 1994, Schot & Geels 2008), 
but attempted to identify the features of different transition pathways, and this has 
included consideration of the roles of social movements within them. As with social 
movement studies, the predominant view is that the role of social movements has 
been to create political (or ‘landscape’) pressures through lobbying and campaigning 
that influence ‘incumbent regimes’ to make changes which enable the development 
and spread of ‘niche’ innovations (Geels & Schot 2007, Berkhout et al 2003).
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Yet Smith (2007) suggests that social movements have indeed sometimes provided 
the space needed for ‘new ideas, artefacts and practices’ to evolve away from the 
pressures of the ‘incumbent’ socio-technical regime (Smith 2007). This echoes 
Crossley’s (1999) assertion that social movements can act as incubators for 
innovation, and Hendrickson and Hefferson’s (2002) contention that locally-focused 
movements can create or enlarge the space to experiment with other ways of doing 
things.
Smith and Seyfang have both developed research programmes to explore the 
applicability of technology-derived ‘transitions’ theory to grassroots social innovations 
in the sustainability field. Their studies help to highlight how action strategies of 
‘green niche’ movements (Seyfang and Haxeltine 2010) may be different from those 
that are taken for granted within social movement theory. For instance, Seyfang 
(2009) used a number of case studies of what she calls ‘sustainable food’ and 
‘sustainable housing’, together with analysis of ‘sustainable currencies’ to explore 
grassroots green niches. Her aim was to assess them in relation to ‘indicators of 
sustainable consumption’ based on the thinking that is emerging from the New 
Economics ‘movement’: localisation, reducing ecological footprints, community- 
building, collective action, and building new infrastructures of provision. Whilst such 
indicators are potentially contestable, what they suggest is a very different set of 
action-related strategies than would normally be found in mainstream social 
movement thinking.
Escobar (in Brosius 1999) too challenges the limited conventional social movement 
studies thinking on movement strategies and change. He characterises movements 
as producers of discourse (rather than as ‘knowledge-producers’) that have ‘real 
outcomes’ because they aim -  and often result in -  particular collective action: ‘All 
over the world, environmentally inspired social movements are at the centre of 
unprecedented forms of identity, novel ethnic and gender practices, and alternative 
proposals for nature/culture construction, among them some concerning seemingly 
intractable questions such as sustainability and alternatives to development.’
(Brosius 1999: 291 ). Indeed Wright (2008) has suggested that the strategies of 
sustainable agricultural movements in the Philippines are based on a strategy of 
‘practising hope’ which involves articulating ‘alternative pathways’ and ‘imaginaries’.
As the above review has shown, the strategies of such movements -  the approaches 
that are adopted to attempt to achieve their goals -  have received little empirical
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attention and are largely absent within the theoretical literature. Indeed, movement 
strategies per se are under-theorised, particularly in terms of action as opposed to 
mobilising strategies (Smith et al 1997). The Transition movement, with its self- 
declared focus on communities, offers an opportunity to begin addressing this gap. 
This thesis represents an attempt to cast a lens onto a movement which not only 
highlights the extent of the ‘blind spot’ (Haenfler 2012) social movement studies has 
in relation to lifestyle movements that have a community-focus, but to provoke 
deeper theoretical discussion about the role of movements and their strategies in 
social(-technical-ecological) change, and the politics embodied therein.
Developing a Conceptual Tool Box
Whilst there are evident gaps in the social movement literature with regards action 
strategy, in particular in relation to community-focused and lifestyle-oriented social 
movements, there are a number of existing concepts within this body of work that are 
likely to be useful in exploring strategy within the Transition movement. This section 
explores these concepts in greater depth so as to understand how they might be 
applied analytically. It also briefly unpacks the terms values and politics: often they 
are used within social movement and transition theory research as though the 
meaning of these terms are givens, when their elaboration might provide more 
nuance to analysis. In addition, a couple of analytical examples are given that point 
to particular processes or mechanisms that may be helpful in thinking about 
movement strategy.
Framing
The first tool is the concept of ‘framing’. Developed from a Goffman idea about 
individual cognition. Snow et al (1986) have been responsible for adapting and 
applying this concept to the field of social movements. McAdam et al (1996: 6) have 
defined framing as ‘conscious strategic efforts by groups of people to fashion shared 
understandings of the world and themselves that legitimate and motivate collective 
action’, in essence what Benford and Snow (2000: 614) describe ‘as meaning 
construction’. Whilst framing is seen as a dynamic, often contested, collective 
process of defining what a movement is attempting to do, the frame that results 
identifies the ‘threats’ a movement is designed to address and the solutions a
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movement proffers to deal with them. As Tarrow (1998) points out, it is strategically 
oriented by ‘movement entrepreneurs' towards collective action.
Snow and Benford (1988) outline three types of framing: diagnostic, prognostic and 
motivational. Diagnostic framing provides a diagnosis of the problems the movement 
seeks to solve. It usually involves not only identifying a problem that the social 
movement aims to resolve in some manner, but in identifying the causes of the 
problem and therefore what Benford and Snow (2000) call ‘the antagonists'. Though 
perceived antagonists are often particular individuals or social groups, they can also 
be non-human agents (in the sense that they are given agency) such as the example 
o f ‘run-away technology’ mentioned by Benford and Snow (2000: 616) in relation to 
the anti-nuclear movement. Prognostic framing provides an outline of what needs to 
be done in order to resolve the issues that have been identified, and by whom. In so 
doing, it identifies the role the movement needs to adopt, its ‘targets, strategies and 
tactics’ (Benford and Snow 2000). Prognostic framing thus also serves to identify the 
protagonists and audience for the movement. The motivational framing provides the 
rationale for getting involved, an attempt to overcome the ‘free-rider’ dilemma that is 
seen as potentially undermining of collective action.
Motivational framing involves the use of specific forms of language -  often emotion- 
focused -  that attempt to induce an individual to get involved beyond the arguments 
put forward in the diagnostic and prognostic framing. According to Benford and 
Snow (2000), motivational framing employs language that tries to persuade would-be 
activists of why it is imperative they become active members. The vocabulary that is 
utilised attempts to portray the issue the movement addresses as both grave 
[‘severity’] and requiring immediate action [‘urgency’], and movement involvement as 
both ethically necessary [‘propriety’] and an effective means to solving the problem 
[‘efficacy’] (Benford and Snow 2000: 617).
But Snow et al (1986) have also suggested that social movement entrepreneurs and 
organisations often consciously adjust their presentation of what the movement is 
about in order to attempt to make it more appealing to potential adherents, using a 
number o f ‘frame alignment’ processes: bridging, amplification, extension and 
transformation. Whilst Gillan (2008) agrees that framing within many movements will 
involve a degree of alignment because they are unlikely to ‘grow’ without taking this
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into consideration, he objects to the assumption that framing is simply a strategic^ 
means for mobilising resources. A frame, he argues, contains the ‘deeply held, 
relatively stable set of ideas’ (2008: 247), encompassing ‘political beliefs and values’ 
(2008: 261) that ‘justify’ the collective action taken, and therefore presumably also 
guide strategy.
Creating a frame is thus important strategically because it provides (a) the rationale 
for involvement that is a first step in mobilising potential participants, and (b) an initial 
plan of action for followers. It is also important in the social construction of political 
opportunities whereby particular circumstances are identified as being favourable to 
movement strategies (McAdam et al 2001 ). But perhaps most significant of all for 
those concerned with the cultural impact of social movements, framing is the means 
by which movements can create social change (Johnston & Klandermans 1995).
This is because within them are the beliefs and values that not only orient 
participants in the action they take, but as Gillan (2008) suggests [drawing on 
Rochon (1998) and Eyerman and Jamison (1991)], can sometimes represent their 
very ‘purpose’. Analysing a movement’s frame is therefore a first and vital step in 
understanding the strategies adopted within a movement, as well as being a strategy 
in itself (Haalbloom 2011).
Collective Identity
The concept of collective identity has also been important to social movement 
studies. Polletta and Jasper (2001: 285) have defined it as ‘an individual’s cognitive, 
moral and emotional connection with a broader community, category, practice or 
institution’. Despite a focus on the individual, they assert that it is not the same as 
personal identity, although having such a ‘perception of shared status or relation’ 
(ibid) may form a part of an individual’s sense of self. In this sense, collective identity 
is about feelings of belonging to a particular group, a community that may be 
‘experienced directly’ or ‘imagined’ (ibid), and may be articulated through symbolic, 
discursive and cultural means: how someone dresses, the language they use and/or 
the practices they perform.
Though Melucci (1995) defines collective identity as an emotionally-invested 
‘interactive and shared definition... concerning the ends, means and field of action’
 ^He implies, perhaps unintentionally, that strategy equates to manipulation (Gillan 2008: 249)
23
Where do we go from here? Transition movement strategies for a low carbon future: Chapter 2
(in essence strategy-related), he suggests it is a dynamic movement process, not a 
property of an individual. Hunt and Benford (2004), following Melucci (1995), locate 
collective identity within the relational realm of shared understanding: ‘Collective 
identity is not strictly an individual attribute. Rather, it is a cultural representation, a 
set of shared meanings that are produced and reproduced, negotiated and 
renegotiated, in the interactions of individuals embedded in particular sociocultural 
contexts’ and in relationship with allies and opponents (Hunt & Benford 2004: 442). 
Reflecting work on subjectivity and personal identity, this perspective argues that 
collective identity is fragmentary, inconsistent, contested and ‘decentred’ (Jordan 
2005).
Indeed McDonald (2002) challenges the assumption that the construction of 
collective identity within the current context of the ‘network society’ is about creating 
‘solidarity’ in terms of a shared sense of ‘us’. Instead, he suggest it is about 
‘fluidarity’ based on the ‘public expression of the self, exemplified, he argues, in the 
affinity groups of the direct action movement he studied in the US and Australia. 
Bobel (2007:157) adds to this debate by arguing that ‘identity alignments’ may not 
be ‘crucial to movement participation’, based on her findings that many of those who 
‘do’ menstrual activism did not self-identify as ‘activists’.
However, this problematisation of the unified and stable nature of collective identity 
(Jordan 2005) does not necessarily undermine the thesis that movement strategy 
may include attempts to establish some form of collective identity, however fluid, or 
that this may involve efforts to create shared understandings within a movement. I 
think that the concept of ‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1991) may be helpful in 
disentangling some of the contradictions that such attempts at constructing shared 
understandings may encounter. Originally applied to the study of nationalism, the 
concept of imagined community was coined to capture the sense of ‘communion’ 
people imagine they have with others of the same nation even if they have not met 
them (Anderson 1991: 6). But Kanno and Norton (2003) also draw on Wenger’s
(1998) argument that imagination is ‘an important source of community’, highlighting 
her definition of imagination as a ‘process of expanding oneself by transcending our 
time and space and creating new images of the world and ourselves’ (Wenger 1988: 
176). This points to how an imagined community is a potentially idealised image of a 
particular collective entity to which those involved in its construction aspire.
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The effective construction of collective identity depends. Hunt and Benford (2004) 
argue, on ‘boundary work’, which essentially involves the ‘attribution’ of difference 
between group insiders and outsiders (2004: 442). Constructing a collective identity 
through framing processes has been seen by some social movement scholars as a 
key mobilising strategy in that it creates ties of solidarity that sustain activist 
involvement by providing emotional rewards as well as generating bonds of 
obligation (Polletta and Jasper 2001).
But Whittier (2002) argues that for some what might be called ‘lifestyle movements’ 
generating new or redefining old collective identities -  that of gay men or feminists or 
environmentalists for instance -  may be the overall strategic purpose of the 
movement. Ingalsbee (1996) outlines some of the practices of Earth First! (EF!) that 
helped to construct a ‘radical environmentalist identity’ based on the ‘wild within’, 
arguing that EF! ‘symbolic actions are both means and ends of subverting the 
dominant technocratic worldview and constructing alternative ecotopian worldviews’ 
(1996: 273). EFI’s activism is thus best understood, he contends, in terms of ‘identity 
politics as cultural resistance’ (1996: 266)
Whilst a movement’s overall strategy may be the creation of a particular collective 
identity, movement strategy may also be partly determined by its emerging collective 
identity (Stoecker 1995, Hunt & Benford 2004). Polletta and Jasper (2001 ) point to 
Lichterman’s (1996) study of environmental activists where he provides evidence that 
strategic choices were informed not only by what they believed would be the most 
effective way to achieve their aims but by the values that underpinned their collective 
identity and thus their activism, a contention supported by other research (Carmin & 
Baiser 2002, Valocchi 2009).
This finding reflects Breines (1980) conclusions from her seminal study of the 
‘prefigurative politics’ (discussed later) of the student movement that its demise was 
because the student activists preferred to honour and practice their commitment to 
participatory decision-making than compromise these principles in order to achieve 
their ultimate goal. As Polletta and Jasper (2001: 293) put it: ‘Strategic choices are 
not simply neutral decisions about what will be most effective, in this view; they are 
statements about identity’ that ‘conform to ‘who we are” . Indeed, iteratively 
constructed with a movement’s organisational structure, they contend, it portrays: ‘we 
are people who do these things in this way’ (ibid). Exploring the nature of a
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movement’s emerging collective identity is therefore likely to be important in 
understanding movement strategy.
Mobilising structures and modes o f organising
The way a movement is organised to mobilise collective action is not only an 
expression of collective identity, however. As the concepts of ‘mobilizing structure’ 
(McAdam et al 1996) and ‘modes of organising’ (Tarrow 2011 ) suggest, how a 
movement is organised is important strategically in mobilising people and facilitating 
collective action (Rao et al 2000: 244) because a movement’s organisational 
structure is said to both reflect and determine the strategies chosen (Whittier 2002).
Originally the concept of mobilising structures arose out of work that showed that 
many movements emerge out of pre-existing networks (McAdam 2003). But Rucht 
(1996:186) defines mobilisation itself as the ‘process of creating movement 
structures and preparing and carrying out protest actions’. Social movement 
organisations not only serve as a mechanism to mobilise new members, therefore, 
but help to facilitate activist interaction and interpretation, providing ‘strategic and 
tactical leadership’ (Tarrow 2011:123). Mobilising structures, such as social 
movement organisations and community groups, thus ‘contribute to the formation, 
character and ongoing activities’ of social movements (Carmin 1999).
Older movement research has distinguishing between ‘federated’ and ‘franchise’ 
organisational models -  the former having local independent groups under the 
auspices of a national body that provides overarching leadership and the latter 
comprising local organisations that are ‘owned’ by a national body -  which have a 
bearing on resourcing and related strategy (McCarthy and Wolfson 1996: 1073). 
Other aspects of movement organisation include how formalised, centralised and 
hierarchical it is, particularly in terms of decision-making (Whittier 2002).
Tarrow (2011) points to Michel’s ‘Iron Law of the Oligarchy’ to suggest social 
movement organisations tend to become more formalised overtime but lose their 
radical edge in the process as they become incorporated into ‘the existing system’. 
But McDonald (2002:116) points to evidence from some social movement studies of 
‘the decline of forms of organization where individuals fulfil defined roles (president, 
secretary, treasurer, etc.), and the development of ways of organizing where action 
expresses the person as opposed to the function they occupy... and the
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development of forms of network and action built around projects.’ McDonald’s (ibid) 
own study of ‘affinity groups’ within the direct action movement suggests an 
‘inversion of the older model of social movement... one where group acts through 
person’ in that associational ties are bonds of friendship based on trust.
In Gamson’s (1975) review of the strategy within 53 social movement organisations 
in the US, he argued that those that were based on centralised hierarchies were 
more effective in terms of impact on policy. But as the review above suggests, not all 
social movements seek such outcomes and therefore this is not always an 
appropriate measure of success. Whittier (2002) argues that segmented structures 
can allow for multiple collective identities to develop, thus broadening the appeal of a 
movement. Moreover Yarrow’s (2011 ) study of a number of movement organisations 
in nineteenth century US suggests that their structure of ‘national umbrella 
organisations linked to local affiliates through travelling agents’ provided the ‘free 
spaces’ that empowered ‘ordinary citizens’ to take collective action at the local level 
in a way that a more centralised organisational structure would have impeded.
Tarrow also points to how community organisers in the US have ‘extended the model 
of decentralized, segmented and reticulated’ organisational forms into urban areas, 
and how such ‘community action’ movements can range from ‘individual membership 
organisations, coalitions and church-based organisations’.
But Tarrow (2011:129) does not include community-action organisational forms as 
part of the ‘movement against neo-liberal globalization’. Instead, he suggests the 
anti-globalisation movement is polarised between ‘two competing networks’ that take 
different organisational forms and have different strategies, as witnessed, he argues, 
at the UN climate change talks in Copenhagen. One of these networks is made up of 
‘sedate non-govermental advocacy organisations (NGOs)’ which ‘navigate the 
corridors of national and international institutions on behalf of environmental, 
developmental and climate change goals’ (ibid). The other comprises ‘direct action 
groups’ that take ‘to the streets around international summits, sometimes engaging in 
armed conflict with police and authorities’ (ibid). This echoes the analysis presented 
by Rootes (2007) in his editorial of a special edition of Environmental Politics on ‘the 
significance of local environmental mobilisations’ where he drew on research on both 
environmental NGOs and direct action groups to suggest that environmental 
movement strategy is focused on campaigning.
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Yet, Lichterman’s (1995) research on two different environmental movements in the 
States, what he calls the Greens and the anti-toxics movements, suggests 
community-building is frequently an aspiration. However, he suggests that the ways 
an internal movement ‘community’ is conceived and constructed may differ, affecting 
a movement’s attempts at alliance-building. He argued that the Greens epitomised a 
‘personalized’ form of movement community, where ‘individuals carry a great deal of 
responsibility for realizing group values through both collective and individual efforts’, 
and where ‘togetherness’ depends on integrating ‘a strong individual voice into the 
whole’ (1995: 516). He contrasted this with the ‘local communitarian form’ of the anti­
toxics movement community which ‘weights the group as a whole more, and 
individuals less, in the pursuit of common goals’ (ibid). He suggests that a movement 
that develops a personalised and ‘leaderless’ community culture of ‘articulate, 
intensively participating individuals’ based on a ‘tradition of individualism... 
associated with a middle-class way of life... is also one that presumes specific 
cultural skills’ which make it more ‘accessible’ to such groups (1995: 527).
His analysis draws attention to how particular modes of organising, in this case 
personalised, both reflect particular cultural (and value) orientations and affects 
organisational practice. In particular he illustrates how the complex interplay of 
organisational structure, collective identity and strategy highlighted above, can have 
‘unintended’ consequences that may be far from strategic: in this case the unwitting 
perpetuation of ‘race and class barriers’. Studying how a movement is organised 
structurally and practically is therefore not only important in understanding how a 
movement attempts to mobilise collective action, but may help to explain aspects of 
its collective identity.
Political and discursive opportunities
Kriesi (2004: 77) argues that the ‘strategies of social movements and their 
opponents... come into view’ when exploring ‘the interaction context’ that ‘links 
structures and configurations to agency and action’. Like others before him [see 
Meyer (2004) for a review of the political opportunity literature], he draws on the 
concept of ‘political opportunity structure’ (POS) first postulated by Eisinger in 1973 
to develop an analytical framework of the POS. One of the major assumptions is that 
the more authoritarian and centralised (or ‘strong’) a political system is, the fewer 
channels there are for social movements to press their claims and therefore the more 
likely that social movements will resort to disruptive tactics and/or be suppressed.
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He acknowledges that ‘subjective interpretations’ of the political context are likely to 
be important in movement perceptions of what counts as a strategic (political) 
opportunity, and drawing on Gamson and Meyer (1996), suggests there are often 
debates within movements over this.
He suggests that his framework is not particularly useful for the analysis of 
movements that are ‘identity-oriented’ (Cohen 1985, Rucht 1988) or focused on 
‘social or cultural change’ because they ‘have a greater degree of autonomy from the 
political context’ (2004:77). But he also acknowledges that, whilst he asserts the 
national political context to be the most important, political systems are multi-layered, 
and this suggests that the concept of political opportunities may also have some 
validity at local-levels as well.
Moreover, he also recognises that social movement context encompasses more than 
formal political institutions and arrangements. Social movement success is also said 
to be conditioned on whether activists are able to frame their agenda so that it 
resonates with existing ‘social cleavages’, drawing on what Koopmans and Statham
(1999) have called the ‘discursive opportunity structure’. The discursive opportunity 
structure refers to ideas that are already accepted by the public and the media as 
legitimate issues or approaches. The concepts of political and discursive 
opportunities therefore draw attention to different elements of the ‘context’ of social 
movement evolution. But discursive opportunities also helps to highlight the potential 
role of activist perceptions in interpreting what is an opportunity, challenging the 
assumption of traditional political process approaches which define opportunities as 
purely the outcomes of structure (McAdam et al 2001:19). This focuses light on 
activist interpretations of context, and what this means for movement action strategy 
and its outcomes.
Tactical action repertoires and diffusion
Perhaps the concept that has most traction in terms of movement ‘action’ strategy is 
that of ‘repertoires of contention’ (Tilly 1979) or my preferred terms: ‘tactical 
repertoires’ (Balsiger 2010) or ‘action repertoires’ (Balsiger 2010). Balsiger (2010: 
314) defines tactical repertoires as ‘interaction between a social movement and its 
target’. McAdam and Rucht (1993: 58) suggest that strategically what this means is 
that activists ‘do not have to reinvent the wheel at each place and in each conflict. 
Rather they often find inspiration in the ideas and tactics espoused and practiced by
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other activists.’ But the term also encapsulates the observation that individual 
movements often develop identifiable forms and patterns of collective action in order 
to achieve their aims, often as a result of their experiences of what appears to work 
in their context, their preferences and their routines (Carmin & Baiser 2002). As a 
result, I am using the terms tactical or action repertoires as the usual types of 
collective action adopted (and possibly innovated) within a movement in pursuit of 
desired change, which are a practical expression and delivery of its action strategy 
(Smith et al 1997).
For instance. Carmin (1999) suggests that the environmental movement in the US 
has developed four main types of tactical action repertoires in relation to political 
participation: voting (encouraging members to vote a particular way), campaign 
activism (conducting a public campaign on an issue to put pressure on politicians to 
make desired changes), community organising (running a local campaign to change 
or resist a particular development) and contacting (lobbying politicians). In contrast, 
in Europe, Marks and McAdam (1996: 270) argue that, after European integration, 
the environmental movement applied the ‘legal and electoral strategies’ they had 
successfully used at national level to the European Union. The tactical repertoire 
therefore largely comprised court challenges and fielding candidates for election.
But the direct action movement, which arguably overlaps with the broader 
environmental movement has evolved different repertoires of contention. Doherty et 
al (2003: 669) point to the ‘carnivelesque’ tactics of the British direct action 
movement at the start of this century, describing the theatricality and humour of a 
‘funeral for the state’ that was held in Manchester in 2001, with its ‘New Orleans style 
funeral jazz band with pall bearers, the four horses of the ‘eco-pocalypse’ and a 12- 
foot grim reaper’. Plows (2006) highlighted what she suggested might be a strategic 
re-emergence of ‘‘single-issue’ eco-action’, as illustrated by a road protest in Wales, 
as part of the ‘cycle of contention’ within the same movement.
Although action strategies, in the form of repertoires that evolve within a movement, 
are focused on achieving goals, they shape and are shaped by mobilising strategies. 
McAdam (1986) has pointed to the fact that different forms of activism are likely to 
vary in terms of the risks and costs associated: some types of action in some 
contexts are likely to provoke negative consequences from authorities, whilst some 
may require more time and energy from participants; this is likely to affect how many 
people become involved. For instance, cyberactivism, where people sign web
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petitions, tends to be seen as low risk, low cost forms of collective action, at least in 
most democratic states, potentially allowing for the virtual mobilisation of hundreds of 
thousands of people.
There is also some evidence that not only does adopting novel forms of activism 
improve a movement’s ability to recruit new members, but that, if seen as successful, 
new types of collective action tend to spread and be incorporated into the action 
repertoires of other movements (McAdam 2003). Smith et al (1997) have suggested 
that ‘diffusion’ can actually be conceived of as a movement strategy, with the 
diffusion of tactics being only one of the elements a movement may deliberately 
attempt to spread. Movements may also try to diffuse ideas, technology and/or 
practices (ibid). They point to Strang and Meyer’s (1993: 488) definition of diffusion 
as the (not necessarily deliberate) ‘flow of social practices among actors within some 
larger system’ e.g. agricultural practices.
Examples of this (sometimes strategic) process within movements, though rarely 
studied, have tended to be explained using the theory of diffusion (Rogers 1983) that 
was developed in the 1980s to explain how new technologies spread (McAdam 
2003). But though Koopmans (2004), quoting a 1990s McAdam article, suggests 
diffusion theory provides an adequate description of the ‘expansion of contention’, 
McAdam (2003) himself has since argued that diffusion theory provides a ‘simplistic’ 
representation of what mechanisms are involved, based on the evidence. This points 
attention not only to the types of tactical repertoires being developed within a social 
movement, but to how they evolve and spread.
Préfiguration
More marginal to mainstream social movement thinking is the concept of 
‘préfiguration’. Emerging from Breines’ (1980) analysis of 1960s student activism in 
the States, préfiguration has tended to be contrasted with strategy (Breines 1980, 
Maeckelbergh 2011). Yet Breines (1980) points to what she believes was a 
conscious choice made by activists to remain a movement rather than become a 
bureaucratic organisation which mirrored rather than challenged the institutional form 
against which they were protesting. She argues that the ‘crux’ of this anti- 
hierarchical ‘prefigurative politics’ is ‘to create and sustain within the live practice of 
the movement, relationships and political forms that ‘prefigured’ and embodied the 
desired society’ (Breines 1980: 421). The focus was on building community through
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alternative participatory processes as opposed to the formal and instrumentalist 
political organising that many analysts tend to believe is more effective and which 
some, including Breines (1980), equate with strategy.
Yet some scholars do see préfiguration as a strategy in its own right. Maeckelbergh 
(2011) argues that her study and experience of the ‘alterglobalisation’ movement 
illustrates how préfiguration can be a ‘strategic practice’. She counters Epstein’s 
(1991) thesis that préfiguration is ‘astrategic’ because of a supposed orientation 
towards changing social values, rather than the economic or political system, and its 
internal focus on movement culture as opposed to organisation and advocacy 
(Maeckelbergh 2011:4). She sees the experimentation in ‘large-scale, inter-cultural 
decision-making processes’ that have been enacted in the anti-globalisation 
movement as providing the opportunity to construct and practice ‘the alternative 
political structures needed to transform the way power operates’ (2011:1 ).
Vieta (2010) points to the revitalisation of the cooperative movement as prefigurative 
of ‘new forms of economic organisation’, and quotes Cleaver to suggest that 
préfiguration involves the ‘search for the future in the present’. In a different setting, 
(though arguably part of the history of the same movement field). Smith (2005:106) 
talks about the ‘strategies’ adopted within the Alternative Technology movement 
which he suggests were a call ‘for innovations that would pre-figure ecological 
society’.
The notion of préfiguration of ‘coming communities’ also underpins Day’s (2005) 
analysis of ‘anarchist currents’ in the what he calls the newest social movements. He 
(2005: 210-11) draws particularly on Deleuze and Guattari (1987) to argue that the 
creation by ‘affinity’ groups of sustainable community-based alternative social, 
political and economic arrangements -  for instance. Local Exchange Trading 
Schemes (LETS) -  provide not only ‘lines of flight’ through rhizomatic networks, but 
places to land for people who wish to ‘exodus’ from the hegemony of totalising 
regimes. Day (2005: 217) quotes Goodman (in Ward 1996:11) to argue: ‘A free 
society cannot be the substitution of a ‘new order’ for the old order; it is the extension 
of spheres of free action until they make up most of social life’. Day suggests that 
though ‘co-optation’ is always a risk, experimentation within the ‘gaps’ that neo­
liberalism creates provides a better possibility for radical social change than either 
reform or revolution (2005:17).
32
Exploring social movements: Theories, concepts and empirical examples
Futtrell and Simi (2004) suggest that movements often develop two different ‘levels’ 
of ‘free spaces’ for prefigurative practice which serve to ‘support distinct kinds of 
network ties and practices to sustain collective identity’: ‘indigenous-prefigurative 
spaces’ (2004:16) formed of small, local networks that allow members to participate 
in relations that ‘prefigure’ the desired future and ‘transmovement-prefigurative 
spaces’ (ibid) such as music festivals, cyberspace or intentional communities, which 
‘reinforce solidarity’. A strategy of préfiguration is thus seen as not only important for 
achieving goals, but for maintaining movement activism. The question for this study 
is whether a strategy of préfiguration has been adopted by the Transition movement 
and if so, what this involves.
Developmental and working utopias
Jacobsson and Lindblom (2012) argue that social movements are best 
conceptualised as ‘pursuers of ideals’ (2012: 57) because they often ‘embody new 
ethical orientations’ (2012: 41). In what might be an echo of Breines’ (1980) 
contention about prefigurative politics, they suggest that this requires striking a 
strategic balance between upholding movement values, the ‘sacred’, and engaging 
with current realities, the ‘profane’, with consequences for movement persistence and 
success. The concepts of working and developmental utopias captures this sense of 
compromise that strategies of préfiguration may require, though based on different 
theoretical premises.
Crossley (1999: 809-821) portrays his notion o f ‘working utopias’ as a potential 
movement strategy for incubating innovation. He cites the example of the status of 
Trieste within the radical mental health movement to argue that working utopias are 
‘laboratories of experience’ (Melucci 1996), where groups of people initiate 
‘experiments in social practice’ that serve to demonstrate and test concretely -  if 
imperfectly and on a small scale -  the desired change. The emphasis, he suggests, 
is on ‘transformations in ‘everyday life” rather than transformations of the political 
system.
Drawing on Bourdieu, Crossley argues that working utopias provide a way of 
disrupting ‘habitus’ (taken-for-granted assumptions or norms) and inspiring ‘illusio’, 
thus motivating new people to get involved and existing activists to stay involved. In 
essence, they provide an actual place where activists can attempt to ‘walk their talk’, 
meet and network, exchange ideas, draw new inspiration, and refresh themselves.
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Moreover, they provide a means of debating ‘tangible issues’ as well as meaning in 
the public sphere. They are ‘small-scale affairs which fall short of the complete 
aspirations of the movements which implement them’, but they model ‘the types of 
change desired by these movements’ (Crossley 1999: 810).
This echoes the meaning Lockyer (2007) elaborates for his own term ‘developmental 
utopias’ in the context of his analysis of the Eco-Village movement. He draws on 
Schehr’s (1997) study of intentional communities as ‘subaltern forms of resistance’ at 
the level of the Habermasian ‘lifeworld’ (Lockyer 2007: 75) to argue that 
developmental utopias are a form of ‘cultural critique’, their power lying ‘in their 
‘juxtaposition’ with the present’. However, what his conceptualisation adds is the 
suggestion that utopianism is a process, a learning experience that builds on what 
has gone before, adapting to new circumstances, in order to cope with a reduction in 
its ‘transformative and emancipatory potential... as utopian projects come into 
confrontation with hegemonic cultural forces’ (Lockyer 2007:14).
The concepts of working and developmental utopias suggest another potential 
strategy for change that movements might adopt. Though not well-recognised within 
the social movement literature, they do echo the more popular social movement 
concept of ‘free spaces’ (Polletta 1999) which has resonance with the systems-in- 
transition concept of niches that tend to be characterised as providing protection from 
current regime realities, mentioned earlier.
Green niches and social innovations
The idea of grassroots green niches draws on the Multi-Layered Perspective (MLP) 
that Geels (2002, 2005) developed. It postulates a micro-level ‘niche’ (incubators for 
innovation), a meso-level ‘socio-technical regime’ (encompassing ‘technology, user 
practices and application domains, symbolic meanings of technology, infrastructures, 
policy and knowledge’) and a macro-level ‘socio-technical landscape’ (the broader 
economic, political, cultural, social, demographic and environmental context, 
including values) (Berkhout et al 2003: 6-7, Geels & Schot 2007). Transitions from 
an incumbent regime to a new regime are said to depend on the interactions 
between these three levels, with changes sometimes being initiated from below 
(niche-up), sometimes from above (landscape-down), and sometimes from within 
(ibid).
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But regime change, whether intentional or not, is seen as relying on successful niche 
development (ibid): ‘radical changes begin within networks of pioneering 
organization, technologies and users that form a niche practice on the margins of the 
regime.’ (Smith 2007: 429). Successful niche development mean that it is ‘robust 
and shows good growth potential’ (Smith 2007: 430) and this is based on: (a) the 
degree to which a niche becomes embedded in the wider institutional framework 
(how much support it garners from outside supporters such as policy-makers and 
producers, how much its image of the future of the niche is shared by others, whether 
‘complementary technologies and necessary infrastructures’ are evolved alongside); 
and (b) the ‘quality’ of learning (not only about what works and what does not, but 
also that prompts deeper questioning of the taken-for-granted of targeted practices) 
(Smith 2007).
Niches are seen as sites for pioneering ‘new practices’ (Seyfang & Smith 2007: 5) or 
what Seyfang et al (2010) call ‘innovatory practices’. The kinds of green niches 
Smith (2007) and Seyfang (2009) highlight are ‘eco-housing’ and ‘organic food’.
They suggest that the ‘grassroots’ -  community action -  provides a ‘neglected’ locus 
for the development of innovations in the ‘social economy’ based on novel networks 
of activists and organisations attuned to community needs and circumstances. This 
echoes growing consensus that the focus of social innovation is on the creation and 
evolution of novel ‘social, economic and institutional arrangements’ (Walker and 
Devine-Wright 2006) that is likely to involve new practices for broader social (rather 
than corporate) benefit (Bergman et al 2010). In my view, however, the following 
definition of social innovation developed at the 2007 Skoll World Forum on ‘Social 
Entrepreneurship and Social Innovation’ is the most encompassing.
Social innovation can simpiy be understood as ‘new ideas that work which 
address social or environmental needs’. It may occur as a result of 
addressing new needs, reframing circumstances to make unmet social needs 
clear and urgent, or changing organisational structures to grasp new 
opportunities to add social value. New programmes, models or ways of 
thinking -  sometimes a combination of all three -  may be the result. Social 
innovation is more than just invention. Diffusion or the scaie o f the ideas is an 
intégrai part of making its impact effective, as is co-ordinated action by a wide 
range of people and organisations spanning social, government and business 
sectors. (Cited in Westall 2007: 8)
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In the context of social movements, the concept of social innovation invites 
researchers to seek out novel forms of collective action being implemented within a 
movement in pursuit of movement goals. As Westall (2007) points out, this suggests 
a strategic process. What the definition above ignores, however, is the potentially 
contested nature of needs identification that social innovation, as defined above, is 
based on. What the definition does point to is not just the novelty of ideas that 
underpin the process of social innovation, but the need to attend to how innovations 
spread.
Hargreaves et al (2013) draw on Strategic Niche Management (SNM) theory to 
explore the role of "intermediaries', such as Transition Network, in the ‘diffusion’ of 
community energy innovation. As a result, they question the applicability of SNM 
learning, which has traditionally focused on technological innovations, to social 
innovations. Indeed elsewhere, Hargreaves (2012) has adopted the language of 
‘reinvention’ (Shove and Pantzar 2005) to describe how Carbon Conversations (a 
behaviour change intervention) has spread. Although he points to ways the founders 
attempted to ensure ‘processes of replication’, he states: ‘community energy projects 
must be always ‘made to work’ in new contexts, each time demanding a degree of 
tinkering and local re-invention’ (2012:16).
Schot and Geels’ (2008) review of SNM research argues that the preoccupation with 
the internal dynamics of niche development is a weakness of the approach. Smith 
(2007) too points to a need to explore interactions between niches and regimes, and 
draws on studies of the green niches of organic food and of sustainable housing, to 
suggest that ‘translation’ mechanisms may be important in leading to regime 
changes. Schot and Geels (2008) argue, therefore, that the incorporation of a Multi- 
Level Perspective ‘shows that niches can play different roles. They can grow and 
become a new regime that replaces the old one, but they can also be incorporated 
into existing regimes’ (2008: 547). Given that there is evidence that the naming of 
the Transition movement was inspired by a systems-in-transition paper", this raises 
questions as to whether systems-in-transition theories are able to throw light not only 
on how Transition collective action spreads, but the strategies for change that 
Transition is adopting.
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Socio-technical practices
Social practices, whilst often used in sociology and beyond as a simple concept, has 
also been evolving as a distinct theoretical arena (Reckwitz 2002) over the past 35 
years, encompassing a number of different perspectives (e.g. Bourdieu 1977, 1984 
Giddens 1984). The ‘practice turn’ has seen a particular revival amongst social 
scientists interested in environmental issues [e.g. Shove (2003), Spaargaren & van 
Vliet (2000), Ropke (2009)]. Shove has been especially concerned that rational actor 
approaches to behaviour change within economics and psychology wrongly position 
agency solely within individuals. Conceptually social practices implies dispersed 
agency across human and non-human actors (Seyfang et al 2010). This also 
potentially challenges the social movement theory on which I draw which implicitly 
centres agency either on individuals (activists) or on the movement as a collective (if 
fluid and dynamic) actor, rather than on the practices enacted under a movement’s 
name.
But if one of the potential roles of ‘civil society-based’ social movements is the 
diffusion of innovative practices, as Seyfang et al (2010) propose, then paying 
attention to the nature of the practices promoted through Transition is likely to be 
important. Seyfang et al (2010) appear to use the concepts of innovatory social 
practices and social innovations interchangeably, though recognising they come from 
different (though increasingly related) theoretical traditions. However, in focusing on 
social movement strategy, it is likely to be helpful to maintain a distinction between 
the kinds of grassroots (social) innovations described by Smith (2007), Seyfang and 
Smith (2007) and Seyfang (2009a) -  e.g. (specific instances of) organic farming, 
local currencies, eco-housing developments -  and the kinds of social practices that 
social practice researchers tend to focus on empirically -  walking, washing, eating, 
cycling, for instance -  that make up everyday living. The former can of course be 
conceptualised as being made up of ‘bundles’ of social practices (Spaargaren & van 
Vliet 2000), not simply networks of activists and organisations. But analytically, the 
purposive collective action of a social movement is likely to focus on creating and 
spreading ‘social innovations’ like those described by Smith (2007) and Seyfang and 
Smith (2007) in order to impact on the kinds of everyday social practices analysed by 
Shove (e.g. Shove & Pantzar 2005), Warde (e.g. Shove & Warde 2002) and others.
The definition of social practice (what Seyfang et al 2010 call ‘socio-technical 
practice’) that Shove and Pantzar (2005) provide offers a potentially useful analytical
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tool in terms of thinking about the bundles of practices that are said to make up a 
‘lifestyle’ in Spaargaren and Van Vliet’s (2000) application of Giddens’ structuration 
theory (Giddens 1984). This may be important in understanding the strategy of so- 
called ‘lifestyle’ movements. Shove and Pantzar (2005) suggest that practices are 
assemblages of images (meanings), skills (competencies) and artefacts or 
technologies (‘stufF), what they call ‘elements’. This thus draws attention to the 
nature of social practices promoted by the Transition movement.
Values in movement strategy
But some early social movement scholars, particularly in the US, suggested that the 
purpose of some movements is to shift social values. Della Porter and Diani (2006: 
12) argue that the founders of the ‘Chicago School’ of sociologists of the 1920s, Park 
and Burgess, ‘viewed social movements as engines of change, primarily in relation to 
value systems,’ whilst Turner and Killian [(1957) in Wilson 1973) and Smelser (in 
Wilson 1973) classified certain movements as values-oriented, though Wilson (1973) 
suggested there are few examples of such movements because of the challenge 
they present to elites. The ‘systemic view of culture’ (Johnston & Klandermans 1995) 
on which such analyses depended has tended to cede to a ‘performative’ 
interpretation that understands culture as situated symbolic enactments (Swidler 
1986, Johnston & Klandermans 1995, Williams 2004). But the concept of values, 
though usually undefined, still has resonance for those advocating greater 
recognition of the cultural impact of social movements because some movements are 
understood as challenging the ‘dominant cultural code’ (Johnston & Klandermans 
1995) and the ‘boundaries of the legitimate’ (Williams 2004), often deliberately.
Yet Smith’s (2005) study of the UK Alternative Technology (AT) movement is one of 
the rare examples that examines both movement strategy and values as expressed 
through the movement’s frame. What is interesting is that Smith’s (2005) analysis of 
the frame of the Alternative Technology movement reflects the values and beliefs 
inherent in the ‘alternative environmental paradigm’ that Cotgrove and Duff (1980) 
identified amongst environmentalists of the period, which they contrasted with the 
‘dominant social paradigm’ of ‘industrial capitalism’. Smith (2005: 111) argues that 
the AT frame valued technology development that was ‘ecologically sound’, ‘small- 
scale’ and ‘decentralised’, involved ‘local participatory control’, was ‘craft-based’ and 
founded on the principles of ‘simplicity’. However, he does not mention their stance 
on economic growth which Cotgrove and Duff (1980) argued was where the most
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obvious difference between the alternative environmental and dominant social 
paradigms was located. But whilst Smith (2005) states that movements ‘seek to 
promote’ particular values in society (2005:106), and implies that the strategies of 
the AT movement that he identifies were informed by the values it espoused, his 
analysis focuses on the political and cultural opportunities (and constraints) that he 
argues contributed to the strategic direction of the movement and its ‘limited material 
success’ (2005:117).
The only theoretical work that attempts to postulate how social movements actually 
change social values (Williams 2004) assumes that the strategic focus of social 
movements is on policy-making processes: Rochon (1998) argues that social 
movements serve to disseminate new social values that have emerged from what he 
calls ‘critical communities’ (say within academia) through society by turning the new 
values into specific policy demands which act to institutionalise them. Whilst there 
are many studies to support the idea that movements often rise in the cultural ‘cracks 
and fissures’ which nurture alternative social values within a society (Johnston & 
Klandermans 1995), there seems to be a wide gap in understanding how a social 
movement, particularly one that is not focused on changing policy, might strategically 
attempt to change values.
However, what the social movement literature does implicitly suggest is that not only 
do some social movements potentially provide ‘alternative value spaces to 
mainstream socio-technical systems’, as Haxeltine and Seyfang (2009: 7) argue, but 
the strategies they adopt (as we saw in the section on ‘préfiguration’) and the 
activists they attract, are based on the values expressed through movement framing, 
collective identity, organising and collective action (Carmin & Baiser 2002, Valocchi 
2009, Stern et al 1999). Given the centrality of values to the concepts of lifestyle and 
identity, it is possible that the strategic role of values is particularly important in 
lifestyle-oriented movements, particularly where they have a normative agenda. 
Therefore exploring what values -  normative assumptions about what is important for 
‘good’ social organisation and living -  are being promoted within the Transition 
movement may be important in understanding Transition strategy.
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Politics of movement strategy
However, whilst values may be particularly important for lifestyle movements, this is 
not to concede that politics is more important for so-called political movements. 
Wapner (2009) contends that a ‘narrow understanding of politics’ as state-centric has 
underpinned much social movement research. He argues instead that social 
movements which seek to influence ‘instruments of power for shaping collective life’ 
such as norms (and related values) come within the realm of politics because they 
address a form of governance, thus fulfilling McAdam’s (2003) definition of social 
movements as ‘politics by other means’. This suggests that politics and values may 
be more integrated than the dichotomy between political and lifestyle movements 
might at first suggest.
Though Haenfler et al’s (2012) analysis continues to uphold the distinction between 
these types of movements, arguably justified because of differences in strategy, they 
implicitly question the frequent assumption that lifestyle movements represent a form 
of identity politics based on difference which underpins some of the cultural studies 
research: they suggest that the ultimate goal of some lifestyle movements is to 
mainstream the alternative ways of living they promote, not (re-)create an identity for 
a specific social grouping. Broadening the interpretation of politics beyond 
engagement with the state or identity-creation may therefore be helpful in 
understanding the strategies adopted by social movements that are focused on 
changing social values and practices (as the label ‘lifestyle movement’ implies), 
particularly where the focus in not on individuals or particular social groups, but civil 
society more generally, and the networks (or communities) of which civil society is 
constituted (Wapner 2009).
I therefore want to present three concepts of politics which challenge the definition of 
political actors as necessarily state-centric, and which may be useful in exploring the 
politics of movements, the strategies of which are not focused directly on the political 
system. The first is Giddens’ (1991 ) concept of ‘life politics’ which is perhaps the 
most useful evocation of politics when it comes to the lifestyle movements described 
by Haenfler et al (2012). Indeed Giddens (1991) calls life politics a ‘politics of 
lifestyle’ that is different, he argues, from traditional ‘empowerment politics’ because 
its focuses on ‘life choices’, not ‘life chances’, and on what he perceives as the 
ethical -  thus value-laded -  question of ‘how we should live’ in a ’morally justifiable’ 
way.
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Arising, Giddens contends, as a result of the disintegration of traditional roles and the 
opening up of new opportunities and anxieties related to the creation of identity, he 
defines life politics as concerning ‘political issues which flow from processes of self- 
actualisation in post-traditional contexts, where globalising influences intrude deeply 
into the reflexive project of the self, and conversely where processes of self- 
realisation influence global strategies’ (1991: 81). Emerging with the new age of 
‘reflexive modernity’, life politics, he implies, provides a challenge to ‘the looming 
threat of personal meaninglessness’ (1991: 201), to the ‘ontological insecurity’ which 
de-traditionalisation has wrought. He therefore sees life politics as deliberately 
utopian (whereas, he argues, emancipatory politics is consciously not), with an 
‘agenda’ that encompasses globalisation, identity, the relationship with nature, and 
biological reproduction (1991: 224).
He associates this life politics with New Social Movements, such as the environment 
movement, which he believes ‘effectively challenge some of the basic 
presuppositions and organising principles which fuel modernity’s juggernaut’
(1991:208), including the segmentation of ‘lifeworlds’ into public and private spaces 
(1991:83). The focus of this reformulated ‘contemporary politics’, according to 
Parkins and Craig (2006), is self-realisation in the everyday, or -  more broadly for 
Nash (2001: 80) -  ‘every activity in social life’. In essence, therefore, life politics 
provides a means to understand the potential relationship between the self-conscious 
lifestyles and associated consumption advocated by lifestyle movements and the 
taken-for-granted ways of current ways of living: ‘lifestyle becomes the stake in 
conflicts regarding the legitimacy of emerging cultural forms or the defense of 
traditional ones’ (Della Porta & Diani 2006: 49).
However, not only has the notion of a coherent assemblage of practices and story­
telling that underpins the identity project of the self been questioned empirically 
(Evans and Abrahmse 2008), the individualism that is seemingly inherent within the 
concept of lifestyle and thus life politics has been critiqued for its neoliberal 
connotations. It appears to place the responsibility for environmental solutions (and 
damage) on the individual, leaving ‘little room to ponder institutions, the nature and 
exercise of political power, or ways of collectively changing the distribution of power 
and influence in society’ (Maniates 2002:45). Moreover, it fails to recognise that the 
resources available for this new politics of self-actualisation are unevenly distributed 
(Parkins and Craig 2006).
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Beck’s (1997) concept of ‘sub-politics’ perhaps addresses these critiques to a 
degree. It is similar to the concept of life politics in some ways, perhaps because it 
arises out of Beck’s joint thinking with Giddens about the emergence of ‘reflexive 
modernity’, as well as his earlier work on the ‘risk society’. The orientation however 
is not to lifestyle and associated citizen-consumer choices, but to systems of 
provision: ‘sub’ refers to an arena of politics that is below the level of the state, to 
what Holzer and Sorensen (2003) term the ‘repoliticization of areas outside the iron 
cage of bureaucratic politics’. They illustrate the terrain of sub-politics with the 
example of how the Californian-based Rainforest Action Network organized a 
worldwide campaign and boycott of Mistubishi because of their involvement in the 
unsustainable timber trade. Spaargaren and Martens (2005) suggest that the Brent- 
Spar case is an exemplar of ‘sub-politics’ where social movement organisations bring 
public pressure to bear on a company to change its practices. This highlights the 
role of social movements in providing a collective forum for the enactment of life 
politics that changes some element of the system of provision.
However, the concept of sub-politics does not encompass the politics of ‘cultural 
critique’ (Lockyer 2007) embodied in concepts like developmental utopias that 
provide alternative perspectives on movement strategy. Here, the term ‘cultural 
politics’ may be more useful. It is often used to describe inter-Zintra-group negotiation 
and/or contestation over meaning and related social practices that is power-infused 
and situated (Nash 2001 ). Chesters and Welsh (2006) argue that it is a concept that 
‘questions the reification of the political as the preserve of structures, institutions and 
frameworks that are separate from, or exclude the everyday’ and suggest that it is 
the key characteristic of what they call the AlterGlobalization Movement (AGM) 
(Chesters & Welsh 2006:143). Whilst Dupuis and Goodman (2005) critique what 
might be called the cultural politics of the local food movement because it privileges 
certain food practices as superior when ‘all eating -  like all human action -  is 
imperfect and contradictory’, they capture the essence of cultural politics (and in the 
process enter into the field themselves). This is that cultural politics involves arguing 
for, and promoting, particular cultural meanings and social practices.
All these closely-linked conceptions of politics provide a potentially useful counter­
weight to assumptions that the political field is confined to contestations with and 
within state institutions. They thus draw attention to the political nature of 
movements that are not state-centric, including the strategies they adopt.
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Positioning Transition as a sociai movement
When I started my PhD, not only was the Transition movement just a couple of years 
in the making, but there was no published academic writing on it. Since then, a small 
but burgeoning literature on the movement has emerged, though much of it is still 
unpublished undergraduate and graduate manuscripts. It covers a variety of topics: 
a focus on food (Barrineau 2011, Touliatos 2011) or local currencies (Ryan-Collins 
2011, Guibrenet 2011, Graugaard 2012) are especially popular. It draws on a variety 
of theoretical disciplines within the social sciences, in particular geography (and 
planning), politics, philosophy and sociology. However, perhaps surprisingly, very 
few studies of Transition to-date have drawn specifically on the expansive literature 
on social movements in their explorations, and most have not explicitly addressed 
movement strategy. This may be because often the focus has been a specific aspect 
of Transition collective action such as food-related activities, diversity in membership, 
or Inner Transition, frequently using a case study approach, with the unit of analysis 
being a particular Initiative or project, rather than the movement per se.
Despite an early call to explore Transition as a social movement’ (Barry & Quilley 
2008), only Seyfang et al (2010) have explored the possibilities of social movement 
theories to provide explanations of the evolution of the Transition movement in any 
depth. However, this is within the context of the application of systems-in-transition 
theory (what they call ‘sustainability transitions’) which, as we saw above, explores 
how and when innovatory socio-technical niches impact on, and change, mainstream 
socio-technical regimes, and it is with this literature that they largely engage and 
which mostly informs their research questions.
This reflects Seyfang’s (2009a) earlier contention that the Transition movement offers 
a particularly interesting case study of the community-based green niche approach to 
sustainability because it is deliberately attempting to mainstream ‘grassroots’ social 
innovations across a spectrum of thematic areas that include ‘sustainable food’, 
‘sustainable housing’ and ‘sustainable currencies’. She argues that these ‘clusters 
aim to develop a critical mass of participation, actions and values around behaviour 
change, so reaching a ‘tipping point’ and achieving wider institutionalisation of 
greener lifestyles’ (Seyfang 2009a: 185). Whilst this description very much positions 
Transition as a ‘lifestyle’ movement, it suggests that this involves not simply adoption 
of identified social practices by adherents, but a strategy of developing grassroots 
social innovations that support others to adopt them as well.
43
Where do we go from here? Transition movement strategies for a low carbon future: Chapter 2
However, like Barry and Quilley (2008), Seyfang et al (2010) also reference the 
explanatory potential of resource mobilisation theories, but following Smith (2010) 
suggest that this is most useful in understanding how movements can impact on 
policy through the garnering of support for particular changes. They focus instead on 
the potential explanatory power of New Social Movement (NSM) theories, arguing 
that they offer a better explanation of why people become involved in what they call a 
‘civil society-based’ social movement. They point to two dimensions of NSM theory 
as particularly useful in this regards: first its assumption that so-called New Social 
Movements arise as a result of crisis-induced and crisis-inducing broader social and 
cultural change; second its emphasis on how such NSMs are concerned with the 
creation of new, or the redefinition of old, (collective) identities.
They see these dimensions as conceptually useful in relation to ‘sustainability 
transitions’ because they potentially help to explain why grassroots ‘niches’ grow: 
through mobilising people who are affected or concerned by ‘landscape’ pressures. 
The Transition movement, they suggest, therefore offers the ‘promise of new ‘green’ 
identities and lifestyles’ in the face of the ‘crisis of capitalism’ that is attractive to a 
‘significant minority of the UK population’, but has struggled to appeal to a 
‘mainstream audience’ (Seyfang et al 2010:17). They point to the dilemma facing 
movements that Jasper (2004) has already explicitly identified: the need to create a 
strong and thus exclusive collective identity in order to recruit and sustain committed 
activists, and the desire to involve as many people as possible.
Whilst they use the analytical concept of ‘framing’ that abounds within the social 
movement literature, in particular exploring the meanings of the words ‘transition’ and 
‘resilience’ offered by the Network (Haxeltine & Seyfang 2009), they do not reference 
this literature. Their use of the concept of ‘diffusion’ which also appears within the 
social movement literature draws largely on the sustainabilities transitions literature 
(Seyfang & Haxeltine 2010, Seyfang et al 2010) although they argue at one point that 
diffusion is likely to be ‘limited by the extent to which it can offer an attractive identity 
to potential participants’ (Seyfang et al 2010).
Based on their survey of the 94 Transition Initiatives existing in the UK at the time (of 
which 74 responded) and a questionnaire sent out to the email list of Transition 
Norwich, Seyfang and Haxeltine (2010) suggest that diffusion of the ‘model’ -  what 
they call ‘replication’ -  has been successful, but that they are struggling to mobilise
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support beyond the ‘unconverted’ at the local-level, what they call ‘scaling-up’. They 
also, under the heading ‘translation’, point to signs beyond the movement that the 
messages nurtured within the movement around ‘reskilling, localizing food 
production, and thrift’ are gaining ground. However, they are wary of suggesting a 
causal link and instead argue that this provides fertile ground for the movement to 
‘reach wider audiences’ (2010:11), what social movement theorists might call ‘cultural 
resonance’. However, Seyfang et al (2010) also argue that social movements are 
important in diffusing innovative practices and artefacts as well as ideas and 
organisational approaches. However, they suggest that practice theories, particularly 
as articulated by Shove and Pantzar (2005), may better explain how movements help 
to spread new practices.
In essence, based on their research and theoretical work thus far in relation to 
Transition, they imply that there are three roles and associated strategies a 
grassroots or ‘civil society-based’ movement may adopt, and that these may overlap. 
The first is the creation and diffusion of social innovations which support the 
development of ‘livelihoods and lifestyles that are consistent with’ the ‘changing 
outlook’ of participants (Haxeltine & Seyfang 2009: 20), and which thus serve to 
nurture new social practices. The second is disrupting existing practices within a 
regime, for instance by encouraging people not to buy certain products. The third is 
the diffusion of new values that affect the cultural landscape and thus put pressure 
on the regime. They suggest that strategically this initially involves the creation of 
‘space for experimentation’ that give rise to social innovations that support new 
practices and ‘alternative green values’ (Seyfang & Haxeltine 2010: 8), and then their 
dissemination into broader society or ‘translation’ for regime use. As such, they 
suggest Transition is a ‘niche’ movement that is ‘prefigurative in nature’ (Seyfang & 
Haxeltine 2010: 8).
The idea that Transition is a movement that has adopted a strategy of préfiguration is 
also echoed elsewhere. Scott-Cato and Hillier (2009: 882) argue that Transition 
provides ‘a place where... we can instantiate an alternative sustainable reality’ 
through ‘experiments in future living’. This reflects Barry and Quilley’s (2008: 15) 
contention that Transition is not a ‘protest’ movement on the lines of that depicted in 
much of the social movement literature, but an attempt to ‘prefigure’ an ‘inevitable 
reversal of globalisation’ through ‘relocalisation strategies’. The strategies Barry and 
Quilley (2008:17) identify encompass ‘familial and local food provisioning strategies 
(e.g. allotments, farmers markets), local alternative currencies (e.g. the booming
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Totnes pound), and local, renewable energy systems (community energy projects, 
community woodlands etc)’. These strategies, they claim, allow for practicing, 
experimenting and learning how to create a sustainable future and are enfused with a 
‘hands-on DIY politics’.
Barry and Quilley (2008, 2009) do outline a number of potential research topics and 
hypotheses for exploring Transition, some of which do draw explicitly on social 
movement theories and conceptualisations, such as New Social Movements (NSM) 
and framing. However, in most of the existing literature on Transition, social 
movement thinking is largely ignored. Indeed Scott-Cato and Hillier (2009: 881) 
dismiss social movement theory -  even NSM -  as of being of minimal use in 
analysing the Transition movement because of the Transition movement’s lack of 
‘analysis of power’. Instead they turn to Deleuze, and particularly his 
conceptualisation of alternative ‘micro-political’ associational forms that are ‘rhizomic’ 
in nature, in that they resemble an ‘underground network’ of extended ‘multiple 
branching shoots’, which offer an alternative way of social organising to the tree-like 
structure of the hierarchical state. They suggest this provides a good analogy for the 
Transition movement, in terms of the spread of the movement and its ideas (.e.g. 
through the use of open access wiki websites and conferences) and in terms of 
conceptualising processes of grassroots social innovation (Seyfang & Smith 2007).
Yet they suggest Transition activities like Seedy Sunday where people are 
encouraged to bring and exchange seeds they have collected from the previous year, 
or the use of Open Space as a way to organise meetings are examples of ‘a process 
of opening to unexpected consequences, rather than setting a direction’ (2009: 887). 
In an allusion to De Certeau et al (1980), they suggest that the micropolitics involved 
mean such innovations are ‘tactical’ rather than ‘strategic’ (ibid). But they also argue 
on the same page that ... Transition Towns see their role as creating sustainable 
livelihoods outside the formal economy, through self-provisioning and the creation of 
alternative currencies’. This suggests that the Transition movement does have some 
form of strategy, even if the outcomes are unpredictable.
These are points that are echoed by Haxeltine and Seyfang (2009). They argue that 
what makes Transition ‘empirically interesting’ is its engagement with ‘systems of 
provision’ as it ‘seeks to institutionalise new (resilient and low-carbon) social 
institutions and social norms’, using what Haxeltine and Seyfang call ‘an overall 
approach to... community-level action to address the threat of climate change and
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peak-oir (2009: 2). Again this implies a movement strategy that is, they argue, 
qualitatively different from current ‘individualistic’ behaviour change approaches 
(ibid), although they suggest that ‘information-déficit’ models also inform the 
Transition model as evidenced in its awareness-raising activities. Indeed North 
(2010: 586) contends that Transition is an ‘intentional’ ‘reolocalisation’ movement 
based on ‘radical new conceptualisations of livelihood and economy that directly cut 
against the logic of growth-based capitalist economic strategies’.
Although much of the existing literature does not tap into social movement theory or 
explore Transition movement strategy explicitly, there are a number of themes that 
this literature points to that have potential pertinence to this study. The first is the 
nature of movement governance and how it is organised. Some argue that 
Transition has a loose, horizontal structure (Scott-Cato & Hillier 2009, Bailey et al 
2010), whilst others suggest that it is top-down (Connors & McDonald 2010) and 
rigidly formal (Fergusson 2009, Surinach Padilla 2010) with a centrally-imposed 
‘grand narrative’ that is necessarily limiting (Smith 2011), even undermining of its 
‘radical impulse’ (Fergusson 2009).
The second theme is the nature of relationships with other actors involved in 
‘community governance’ such as local government (Storey 2011) and pre-existing 
community groups (Connors & McDonald 2010), and the dangers of cooption or 
colonisation (Connors & McDonald 2010, Smith 2011). The third relates to the 
contention that Transition provides ‘local cultural spaces’ that are ‘sites of resistance’ 
based on a ‘counterhegemonic value system’ (Greene 2010, Seyfang & Haxeltine
2010) or ‘alternative discourse’ founded on ‘core values of moral responsibility, social 
justice, harmony and togetherness’ (Lehmkoster 2012) and ‘ethic of care’ (Barrineau
2011). However, Mason and Whitehead (2012) question the ‘spatial politics’ 
involved, whilst Ken is and Mathijs (2009b) express concern about the apolitical 
stance of the ‘neocommunitarian’ view of ecological citizenship they believe is offered 
by the movement.
The fourth theme is whether the Transition movement is -  or can be -  inclusive 
(O’Rourke 2008, Seyfang & Haxeltine 2010), particularly given the ‘shared mind-sets’ 
Greene (2010) encountered within one Initiative. Smith (2011:104) points to ‘its 
largely university-educated white middle-class membership’, a view reiterated by Barr 
and Devine-Wright (2012) who, like Cohen (2010) and Connors and McDonald 
(2010), suggest that the movement may be in danger of reproducing existing social
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stratification and inequality. The last theme is about scale (Bailey et al 2010) and 
scaling up (Hopkins 2010a, Barr & Devine-Wright 2012). Hopkins (2010a) own PhD 
identifies a ‘key challenge’ for Transition Town Totnes as ‘scaling up from being a 
selection of ‘niche’ organisations’ to becoming economically viable, with broad appeal 
and engagement. This explicitly links the strategy of scaling up at a local level with 
the strategy of inclusiveness. Bailey et al (2010: 603) suggest that many Transition 
activities are small in scale and ‘non-radical’ in comparison with Network ‘ambitions’, 
but point to the seeds of ‘parallel physical infrastructure’ projects such as a Transition 
Town Totnes-initiated energy service company which may have greater (scalar) 
impact.
Within this literature Transition has been associated with a number of specific social 
movements that arguably are an aspect of a broader environmental or anti/alter- 
globalisation movement. It has been identified as a part of the ‘relocalisation’ 
movement (e.g. North 2010, Bailey et al 2010), the ‘post-carbon’ movement (Seyfang 
et al 2010) or the ‘new environmentalism movement’ (Connors & McDonald 2010). 
Moreover, Hopkins (2011a), the movement’s founder, points to the ‘local food 
movement’ and the ‘sustainable building movement’ as inspiration for the Transition 
approach, the former of which has received a lot of academic attention. Mason and 
Whitehead (2012: 497) therefore suggest that, rather than thinking of Transition as a 
‘new socio-ecological movement’, it is more conceptually useful to conceive of it as a 
‘convergence space’ (Routledge 2003) ‘for a number of pre-existing concerns and 
practices’. They suggest that the movement is weaving together ‘various strands of 
science, environmental design, psychology and localization traditions’ (ibid).
Studies of social movements include explorations of Local Exchange Trading 
schemes (LETs), intentional communities and the Alternative Technology movement, 
all of which have also influenced Transition to some degree. Thus Transition can be 
seen not only as a ‘specific’ movement arising out of a ‘general movement’ (Blumer 
1951), but linked in some way to many predecessor specific movements, as well as a 
potential contributor to the development of the environment-related movement 
‘sector’ and ‘family’. The schematic below (Figure 2.1) attempts to provide a sense 
of some of these overlaps with regards to Transition, although the diagram still 
maintains the fiction of hard and static boundaries, when they tend to be ‘vague and 
shifting’ (Rucht 2004: 197), and ignores many of the other movement constructions 
that have influenced or cross-fertilised with Transition.
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Figure 2.1: Transition movement within the broader movement field
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In summary, then, there has been little explicit focus on Transition strategy in the 
literature on the movement to-date. However a number of themes have been 
identified that are of pertinence to thinking about Transition strategy: movement 
governance and organisation, organisational relationships, inclusion and scaling. 
Though the Transition ‘movement’, as a self-proclaimed social phenomenon, is 
relatively new and relatively small in scale despite its international scope, social 
movement literature promises to provide a good theoretical starting point for an 
exploration of these strategic issues. However, this literature has largely been 
ignored by those researching Transition so far, and this thesis is thus likely to make a 
contribution to theoretical thinking about the movement.
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Conclusion: The research questions that underpin this study
A review of social movement literature suggests: (a) an empirically problematic 
categorical division between political/state-oriented and lifestyle/culturally-oriented 
movements, from which community-oriented movements are largely absent; (b) a 
tendency to define strategy as purely instrumental and a signature of state-oriented 
movements where tactical choice is based on political opportunities; (c) an 
overwhelming preoccupation with the question of why movements emerge, rather 
than on the role they can and do play in social change; and (d) therefore, a general 
under-theorisation of strategy in the context of movements, despite Jasper’s (1997) 
argument that strategy is ‘a fundamental dimension of protest’ (Jasper 2004: 4). The 
review has thus shown that there is a clear gap in the literature with regards to social 
movements that are community-focused, particularly in relation to the strategies that 
they adopt.
The Transition movement offers a particularly interesting case study because of its 
explicit focus on communities which the Network positions at an intermediate scale 
between the individual -  usually seen as the focus of lifestyle movements -  and the 
state -  usually seen as the focus of political movements. However, despite a 
growing literature on the Transition movement itself, there has been no explicit 
empirical attempt to explore the overall approach to change being promoted within, 
and through, the movement. This supports the original premise of my research 
which was to focus on Transition movement strategy, and leads to the overarching 
empirical research question for this project:
What strategies are being used in the Transition movement to attempt to
bring about the resilient low carbon future envisioned, how and why?
However this body of literature does provide a potentially useful array of analytical 
concepts that may assist in thinking about strategy in relation to the Transition 
movement. These concepts, in particular framing, collective identity, mobilising 
structures, modes of organising, tactical action repertoires and préfiguration, have 
been important in informing the specific research questions outlined below, each of 
which will be dealt with in a different analytical chapter. But, my analysis will also 
draw on systems-in-transition thinking, social practice theory and concepts of politics 
that challenge the state-centric perspective which tends to dominate the 
understanding of politics and change within social movement theory.
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The specific research questions arising out of the above review thus are:
• How are the problems and solutions the Transition movement is designed to 
address being framed within the Transition movement?
• What mobilising structures and modes of organising have been adopted 
within the Transition movement, and how does this relate to movement 
strategy?
• Are there any signs of an emerging movement identity, and if so what is the 
nature of this collective identity, how is it being constructed and does it have a 
strategic role or impact?
• Is there any evidence of the development of tactical repertoires within the 
Transition movement, and if so, what forms of action are involved, how 
innovative are they, and how are they spreading?
• What social practices and values are being promoted through the collective 
action of the movement, and is this best understood as an apolitical niche 
strategy of préfiguration?
This study thus aims, through combining insights from both the literature on social 
movements and the socio-technical literature on transitions, in addition to concepts of 
politics, values and practices, to enrich theoretical thinking about the role of social 
movements in social change, as well as contribute to practical understanding of the 
potential role of community action in bringing about a low carbon future. These then 
are the research questions which this thesis proposes to answer and which -  after an 
exploration of the research methodology adopted to provide the evidence on which 
the answers are based -  inform its structure.
' From the body o f work on ‘strategic niche management’, learning was taken to create Transition 
Management, an approach adopted in the Netherlands to attempt strategically to shift to more 
sustainable systems or ‘regimes’. This approach involves the development o f desirable scenarios o f the 
future and then back-casting together with a broad range o f stakeholders, an echo o f (possibly 
inspiration for) the Energy Descent Action Planning which is part o f Transition movement tactics.
There is evidence that Hopkins, the founder o f the Transition movement, was sent a paper on 
Transition Management by one o f his collaborators in Kinsale, Ireland, when he first started meetings 
on peak oil in Totnes. She had set up a consultancy with ‘Transition’ in the name. A few months later. 
Transition Town Totnes was ‘ launched’, the first o f the Transition Initiatives.
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Chapter Three 
Researching Transition: 
Movement, method and methods 
Introduction
My argument is not that we should abandon that sense of methodological 
rigour that makes us ask why we conduct research in the ways we do. My 
beef is with the retrospective justification of methods on the basis o f some 
deep-held methodological belief. My experience of working with and 
researching the Transition Town Movement has forced me to think more 
about the everyday pragmatisms that ultimately shape our methodology 
choices (but often get submerged within a rhetorical sea of post-hoc 
rationalizations). (Mark Whitehead in Mason and Whitehead 2009: 6)
This chapter explores the methodology I adopted to address the research questions I 
outlined in the last chapter. It explains how I went about my research and the 
reasons for this. Starting with a brief outline of what methodologies have been used 
in social movement studies, it explores the appropriateness of the qualitative 
approach I adopted in relation to the theoretical lens I applied and the focus of study. 
It moves on to describe the methods I used, discussing issues of quality, validity and 
limitations, before considering questions of positionality, access and ethics.
However in reflecting on Mason and White’s ‘candid’ account of their ethnography- 
based research in one Transition Initiative, I feel an ‘ethics of truth’ [my truth] (Albert 
1997) requires me to point out that the following account is a retrospective one that 
aims strategically to argue for the coherence of my research approach. Whilst I do 
believe there is a persuasive and justifiable ‘logic that links ontology, epistemology 
and research methods’ (Kevin Mason in Mason and Whitehead 2009:6) within my 
approach, my experience was that the research process evolved in a way that 
challenges the ‘hermetically and neatly sealed continuum between the nature of 
knowledge and how it may be gained’ which underlies many social science research 
accounts (Mason and Whitehead 2009: 8). In essence, my research design was 
based less on grand methodological philosophy, than on everyday pragmatics.
Had not the opportunity to become involved in setting up a Transition Initiative locally 
to where I was living presented itself, I probably would not have been able to adopt 
the ‘engaged’ ethnographic approach to the research that I did, a chance that
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occurred because of my involvement with the RESOLVE research programme as a 
PhD student focusing on the Transition movement. I probably would still have been 
able to go to some of the Transition Network and Initiative meetings I attended, and 
have arranged many of the interviews I conducted, but whether the responses I 
would have gained as an ‘outsider’ rather than an ‘insider’ would have been the 
same, I cannot be sure. Thus though I was drawn to adopting this methodological 
mode of research as I evolved my research questions, it might not have been 
possible from a practical point of view, given my personal circumstances, and I might 
have ended up writing a different methodological account, and indeed, thesis. The 
following ‘hermetically sealed’ and largely ‘neat’ account is thus offered with this 
proviso.
Adopting an ‘engaged’ ethnographic approach
Social movement research has often involved what McAdam (2003: 285) calls the 
‘traditional macro and micro staples of movement analysis -  case studies or events 
research in the case of the former and survey research in connection with the latter’. 
Melucci (1995: 65) has made similar claims: he argues that the three main social 
movement research approaches have been analysis of structural conditions through 
observations of movements (e.g. case studies); a focus on the ‘perceptions, 
representations and values’ of activists and others based on survey questionnaires 
and/or ‘analysis of documents produced by collective actors’; and ‘quantitative 
analysis of collective events’ that classify publicly-recorded ‘protest events’ according 
to a number of criteria, including repertoires of action used. Whilst both say that such 
approaches have been -  and are -  potentially useful when judiciously applied in 
order to ‘increase our understanding of collective action’, they suggest problems 
arise when one method is used on its own as the ‘only tool for the interpretation of ‘a 
movement as such” (Melucci 1995: 56).
When these approaches are used to provide generalizable interpretations o f a 
‘movement as such’, what disappears from the scene in ail three cases is 
collective action as a social production, as a purposive, meaningful and 
relational orientation, that cannot simply be derived from structural constraints 
(first case), cannot be reduced to the unity o f leaders’ discourse or to the sum 
of militants opinions (second case), or cannot be reduced to being merely 
public behaviour (third case). (Melucci 1995: 57).
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From different perspectives, constructivist and realist respectively, both Melucci 
(1995) and McAdam (2003) argue that there is a need to focus more on movement 
dynamics. For Melucci (1995) this means using his ‘action system’ concept of 
collective identity as an analytical tool that draws research attention to contestation 
and negotiation over ‘means and ends’. For McAdam (2003), it means greater focus 
on a movement’s processes and mechanisms, the ‘ongoing accomplishment of 
collective action’ as McAdam et al (1996) put it, as opposed to the structural 
explanations of social movement emergence that have preoccupied movement 
scholarship since the 1970s (McAdam 2003).
McAdam et al (1996) have suggested that such an orientation leads to new research 
questions that include a focus on activist decision-making ‘regarding goals and 
tactics’ and how ‘concretely’ social movement organisations ‘seek to recruit new 
members’, in essence strategy-related issues. These, they argue (ibid), are best 
answered by ‘systematic qualitative fieldwork into the dynamics of collective action at 
the intermediate meso-level’. McAdam (2003) contends such a research approach, 
particularly ethnography, provides the ‘insider’ perspective which renders such 
dynamics more visible. Jasper (2004) suggests that an ethnographic approach is 
therefore especially important when exploring movement strategy and related 
processes.
It is perhaps not surprising that these echoes of the ‘qualitative turn’ that Hughes and 
Sharrock (2007) have noted more generally within sociology are reflected to a certain 
degree in Klandermans and Staggenborg’ s (2002) edited book on social movement 
research ‘methods’. Whilst there is a chapter on the case study approach, another 
on protest event analysis, and another on the use of surveys (that also argues that 
this is not an effective method for exploring movement dynamics), there is also a 
chapter on semi-structured interviewing and one on theory-driven participant 
observation. Yet there is little on the epistemologies that underlie the authors’ use of 
these methods, evidence of Melucci’s (1995) claim that social movement scholarship 
tends to be ‘weak’ in terms of considerations and acknowledgements of the 
epistemological foundations on which specific social movement research is founded. 
However, it appears that this volume on social movement research methods is 
largely ‘realist’ in orientation, a dominant perspective that Melucci (1995) critiques for 
being subject to actor-system dualisms that result in the reification of movements as 
entities.
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But Melucci himself says that researchers ‘cannot avoid freezing in a definition of 
‘what a social movement is” (1995: 62), and this is evident in his own description of 
‘collective action as a ‘process of ‘constructing an action system” (1995:44): ‘The 
collective actor seeks to gain an acceptable and lasting unity to such a system, which 
is continuously subject to tensions because action has to meet multiple and 
contrasting requirements in terms of ends [the sense the action has for the actor], 
means [the possibilities and the limits of the action] and environment [the field in 
which the action takes place].’
This study is thus informed by an epistemology that is very sympathetic to the 
constructivist intent of Melucci, but which is pragmatist in approach and realist in 
outcome. This formulation reflects a belief in the dynamic nature of social life and the 
interpretive positionality of research. But it also involves an acknowledgement that 
the products of social science research are inevitably snapshots of perceived ‘reality’, 
frozen in time and space, as intimated by Melucci (1995), and that they are framed 
and mediated by the researcher through the theoretical, ontological and 
epistemological lens(es) they bring.
My approach is informed by the interactionist argument that though reality is multiply- 
experienced and interpreted rather than objectively verifiable, it is possible to 
produce a deeper understanding of ‘lived experiences’ within particular ‘social worlds’ 
(Miller & Glassner 2011) through a process of co-construction between situated 
researcher and researched (Denzin & Lincoln 1994). Research builds largely on 
‘the assumption that qualitative researchers analyze discursive practices in 
naturalistic settings to help build knowledge related to the construction, negotiation, 
and maintenance of human social practices and structures’ (Markham 2004: 97). I 
use the term ‘qualitative’ to imply ‘an emphasis on processes and meanings’ that are 
not easily quantifiable (Denzin & Lincoln 1994: 4). This led me to envision that the 
core of my data would be Transition activist ‘talk’ about the ‘practices’ and ‘structures’ 
they are attempting to encourage through their projects, and this has been the case, 
although the talk I’ve relied on has been in both spoken and written form.
My analytical focus has therefore been on the manifest content of activist accounts 
and on the meaning-making (‘semiosis’) integral to ‘material social practices’
(Hughes & Sharrock 2007: 337) that they embody. The aim is not to ‘arrive at the 
‘truth’, or one version of events which most closely conforms to a ‘reality’. Rather, it
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is looking for points of convergence and/or inconsistency and contradiction, to 
pinpoint those moments in which the struggle to make meaning, and construct social 
worlds, is taking place’ (Green 1999b: 342). I also paid attention to the role 
Transition written and visual documents (in particular books and films) played in 
attempting to build collective action, recognising the agency that is inherent in texts 
(Prior 2004), particularly in relation to framing issues and solutions for activists and 
potential allies, which Tonkiss (2004) sees as the key component of discourse 
analysis.
But this research has also embraced the recommendation made by McAdam (2003, 
McAdam et al 1996) that more qualitative research is needed in order to better 
portray the inherent dynamism of social movements. My employment of qualitative 
methodology has taken on a ‘bricolage’ form as advocated by McAdam (2003) and 
implied by Melucci (1995): methodologically and analytically there are aspects of a 
case study approach (Yin 2003) which draws on movement observations and 
documents; there are attempts to present the perspectives and values of movement 
participants and leaders based on in-depth interviews and document analysis 
respectively; and there is a type of protest event analysis that, whilst not quantitative 
in nature, categorises the particular repertoires of contention utilised within the 
Transition movement in the UK. But I have grounded and integrated my use of these 
methods through the adoption of an ethnographic approach. A version of participant 
observation has therefore also been an important research tool in developing an 
understanding of the Transition movement as ‘movement’ (Whittier 1995, Plows 
2008).
This is because, as suggested earlier, employment of an ethnographic approach can 
help in accessing not just an ‘insider’ perspective (McAdam 2002), but many insider 
perspectives (Melucci 1995) within naturalistic settings (Sharrock and Hughes 2010). 
Such a methodology is likely to facilitate insight into the often invisible negotiations 
and contestations over meanings, ends and perceptions of opportunity (Melucci 
1995) inherent in movement strategising (Jasper 2004). The difference between this 
study and traditional ethnographies is that the focus is not on ‘thick description’ 
(Geertz 1973) of social interactions in a particular site, but in providing insight into 
‘new cultural forms’ (Marcus 1995): in this case, the Transition movement which, 
whilst being local in orientation, is increasingly global in presence. As a result, I 
adopted a ‘multi-sited’ fieldwork approach (Marcus 1995) that moves ethnography 
‘from its conventional single-site location... to multiple sites of observation and
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participation that cross-cut dichotomies such as the ‘local’ and the ‘global’, the 
‘lifeworld’ and the ‘system” (Marcus 1995: 95).
Multi-sited ethnographies define their objects of study through several 
different modes or techniques. These techniques might be understood as 
practices o f construction through (preplanned or opportunistic) movement and 
of tracing within different settings of a complex cultural phenomenon given an 
initial, baseline conceptual identity that turns out to be contingent and 
malleable as one traces it. (Marcus 1995:106).
However, whilst the research design was based on Marcus’ advice of tracing and 
mapping ‘chains, paths, threads... with an explicit, posited logic of association or 
connection among sites that in fact defines the argument of the ethnography’ (1995:
105), the actual ‘modes of construction’ I used were different. Following Nadai and 
Maeder (2005: 4)’s definition of the ethnographic field within sociology as being a 
distinct ‘social world’ that is formed by ‘sets of common or joint activities or concerns 
bound together by a network of communications’ (Kling and Gerson 1978: 26), the 
Transition movement was the ‘locus’ of my study, my research field. My experience 
echoed Green’s (1999a: 413) contention that the field ‘is therefore a multilayered 
production of theoretical reflections and encounters with social worlds’ where the 
objects of study are contested and negotiated ‘within the field’ that emerges as a 
result.
In my construction of the ‘fuzzy field’ (Nadai and Maeder 2005: 3) for the research, 
therefore, I did not ‘follow the people’, ‘the thing’, ‘the metaphor’, ‘the plot, story or 
allegory’, ‘the life or biography’ or ‘the conflict’ (Marcus 1995: 106-110). I followed 
the themes and constructs of ‘food’, ‘energy’ and ‘transport’ as they have been 
manifested in the Transition movement in the UK, as I will illustrate later. This was 
because these constituted the focus of much Transition movement activity and 
strategy, and beyond being part ‘thing’, part ‘metaphor’, part ‘story’ (as well as part 
social practices, part values), they provided a conceptual link between lifeworlds and 
systems, the local and the global.
Thus I used ethnography as a methodology because it is an approach that can 
provide a ‘sensitive register of how experience and culture indicate, and help to 
constitute, profound social and structural change’ (Willis and Trondman 2002: 399). 
This requires engagement with theory (Green 1999b, Willis and Trondman 2002, 
Nadai and Maeder 2005, Plows 2008) that combines ‘induction’ and ‘deduction’
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(Willis and Trondman 2002) in a process that Plows (2008:1528) has described as ‘a 
symbiotic loop whereby ethnographic practise and theoretical development feed back 
on, and inform, each other.'
However, the ethnographic approach I adopted (and adapted) was not only engaged 
from the perspective of theory, it could also be described as ‘engaged’ (Albert 1997, 
Plows 2008) in that I became actively involved with the Transition movement. But 
engagement is often equated with ‘action research’, where the research is frequently 
designed and analysed in close collaboration with participants (Stringer 2007, 
Greenwood 2008). This is not what my research involved: the choice of focus and 
method was mine, and the analytical process was not a shared one. The resulting 
thesis is, of course, a co-construction in that how I thought about Transition 
movement strategies was very much influenced by movement literature and 
discussions I had with other activists both during the participant-observation and in 
interview settings. But the point here is that the research focus, approach and 
analytical outputs were not jointly decided with other Transition activists, as I 
understand is central to the action research method, particularly ‘participatory action 
research’ (PAR). My use of the term ‘engaged’ is used to convey my stance as an 
ethnographer in that I inverted the participant observation method that is core to the 
ethnographic approach by becoming what I think of as an ‘observant participant’ 
(Mason and Whitehead 2012, Brown 2007, Albert 1997).
Whilst ‘participant observers claim to be authentically present in a situation and thus 
cannot and do not deny the impact of their own presence on the world’, I was more 
engaged and ‘proactive’ than usually prescribed by ethnographers (Greenwood 
2008: 324). Traditional ethnography often advocates treading the fine line that 
separates observer and participant, stranger and friend (ibid). But I firmly placed 
myself in the position of participant and ‘critical friend’ (Haxeltine & Seyfang 2009). I 
was actively involved in the start of a Transition Initiative for over two years, and was 
a member of a small group that attempted to spark the formation of another 
Transition Initiative. As such, I was both ‘activist’ and researcher’ during my 
engagement with the Transition movement, but did not conduct the ‘action research’ 
in the way described by Stringer (2007).
I am not unique in having simultaneously adopted the two roles to become an 
activist-researcher. Within the growing literature of ‘activist scholarship’ (Hale 2008), 
there are examples of others who have combined these roles, and this was evident 
within the Transition movement itself. But whilst there are an increasing number of
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activist-researchers who suggest that pro-active engaged research can be justified 
on epistemological, ethical and impact grounds (Plows 2008, Mason & Whitehead 
2012), I am aware of the unease that such forms of engagement raise within 
researchers who adopt more traditional research methodology, even ethnography. 
The concern centres on whether in such circumstances a researcher's ability to 
maintain ‘critical distance’ (Evans 1992) will be undermined by becoming too familiar, 
too emotionally involved (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995, Albert 1997, Coffey 1999, 
Gillan & Pickerill 2012).
Melucci (1995:62) is also wary of ‘empathetic’ researchers whom he suggests 
attempt to ‘destroy the gap between reflection and action’, but is sceptical too of the 
‘model of ‘distance’ and ‘neutrality” that underpins much ‘realist’ social movement 
research. Whilst I agree with his assessment of Touraine’s (1981) interventionist 
style of action research with movement activists, which Melucci described as a 
‘missionary task’, I question the dichotomy between reflection and action he asserts. 
As Chesters (2012) implies, it is evident that (positioned) knowledge production is not 
the preserve of academics, but that social movements (or more precisely the activists 
involved) are knowledge producers too. Indeed, Gillan and Pickerill (2012:141) 
suggest that ‘taking adequate stock of the knowledge and perspectives of the 
movements we study may be essential in confronting some long-held biases in the 
academic mainstream’.
However, I do recognise that there is a potential danger to ‘intellectual autonomy’ 
(Albert 1997) when a researcher becomes actively involved with the social 
phenomenon they are exploring. Hale (2008: 2) notes that activist scholarship is 
often accused of being reductive and ‘overly celebratory’ rather than ‘naming and 
confronting the contradictions’ of ‘social complexity’. Plows (2008), who continued 
engaging as an activist and organiser in what she calls the Direct Action Movement 
after starting academic research on the movement, itemises three concerns related 
to ‘insider’ research: not being able to see ‘the wood for the trees’, providing (‘overly 
sympathetic’) biased accounts that are not ‘rigorous’, and ethical concerns about 
abuse of trust.
But I would argue that these concerns are inherent to much social science research. 
Moreover, not only does feminist research challenge the positivist assumption 
inherent, according to De Laine (2000:16-17), in qualitative methodology that it is 
possible to be a detached and ‘disinterested’ researcher (De Laine 2000:16-17),
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adopting an overtly critical stance, as often advocated within academia as the 
analytical norm, could be construed as also potentially introducing bias. In addition, 
my own experience suggests that active engagement in a social phenomenon does 
not necessarily blunt an individual’s critical faculties about that phenomenon (for 
instance, a few of the Transition activists to whom I spoke expressed relatively strong 
critiques of aspects of the movement), and that being uninvolved does not 
necessarily create a more balanced analysis. I believe that both positions -  insider 
and outsider -  provide different (and therefore partial) perspectives that may enrich 
understanding, depending on the quality of the analysis put forward and the depth of 
the research on which it is based. Moreover, whilst I would argue that my analysis 
comes from an insider position, I was an outsider when I first started engaging in 
Transition activities -  I did not become involved in a Transition Initiative until after 
beginning my PhD -  and I become less involved as I wrote up, as is not untypical of 
an ethnographic study.
There are two main issues that I believe may arise as a result of a position of 
engagement. The first arises out of Albert’s (1997: 59) contention that as 
researchers become involved in (indigenous) movements ‘they progressively slide 
away from their external objectifying (ethnographing) role position to find themselves 
directly implicated in the process of cultural self-objectification’, with ethnographic 
discourse becoming ‘a strategic tool, a symbolic mirror and a means of legitimation’. 
He suggests (1997: 57-58) that such engagement is increasingly expected by 
indigenous movements in the South as an integral part of the research relationship, 
not simply a ‘personal political or ethical choice’. This is a trend that Gillan and 
Pickerill (2012) see as potentially problematic for academia because it may end up 
limiting the nature of research on movements, in essence, ‘spoiling the field’ to a 
certain degree (Hammersley & Atkinson 1995). The second issue is that 
engagement may (though not necessarily) enhance emotional identification with the 
subject of the research and therefore may make a researcher more careful about 
putting certain analysis into the public domain. This is not about the rigour of the 
research process per se, but brings attention to the self-negotiations of the 
researcher about what goes in and what is left out of research accounts in order to 
both honour the ‘do no harm’ injunction (Brosius 1999) contained in many research 
ethics guidelines and questions of validity, explored later.
Many qualitative researchers, particularly those who argue for the partiality of 
research accounts, argue that the main tool in relation to validity is the adoption of
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reflexivity: ... it is abundantly clear that we as academics are always subjectively 
constructing meanings about the social phenomena we try to describe through the 
very act of description, and we need to become more explicitly reflexive about this...’ 
(Plows 2008:1534). For Skeggs (1997 [2002]), this does not mean inclusion of 
unnecessary or essentialised detail about the researcher, but consideration of how 
the position of the researcher is implicated in research outcomes. In doing so, she 
and other feminist (as well as activist) scholars, are attempting to reclaim the notion 
of ‘objectivity’, by arguing that objectivity entails ‘taking subjectivity into account’ 
(Skeggs 1997 [2002]: 33)). Whilst I agree that such reflection is important to include 
in the research process, I also support Kondo’s (1990) contention that the notion of 
reflexivity has been ‘routinized’ in contemporary ethnography to such an extent that it 
sometimes appears to be applied unreflexively. In particular, I wonder about the 
extent of the ability of individuals (and thus researchers) to be reflexive, given the 
partiality of perspective I believe we all have based on the experiences we have and 
the positions we inhabit. As I say, this is not an argument against attempting to be as 
reflexive as possible, but that claims of reflexivity are not necessarily enough to 
ensure the validity of an account.
Though Hammersley (2008) points out that assessments of validity always involve 
judgements and cannot be reduced to a set of criteria or procedures, I found 
Maxwell’s (1992) typology of validity in relation to research accounts particularly 
useful, perhaps because his ontological and epistemological framework is similar.
He highlights the need to attend to: ‘descriptive validity’, which refers to the accuracy 
and representativeness of the data used in an argument; ‘interpretive validity’ which 
refers to how well a researcher presents participant understandings of the 
phenomenon under study, even where these are ‘unconscious’ or informed by 
implicit values; ‘theoretical validity’ which refers to the conceptual explanations 
provided by the researcher for what s/he understands to be occurring; internal and 
external ‘generalizability’ to the broader phenomenon (in this case, the Transition 
movement) and to other similar phenomena (for instance, other movements); and 
‘evaluative validity’ which refers to the validity of any judgements made on the 
phenomena (although this is often not the purpose of qualitative studies and 
therefore may not be important to address). In reviewing my thesis, these are the 
types of validity that I kept in mind in my attempt to produce a research account of 
quality, to which I will return in my description below of what the research involved. I 
will also return to the implications of adopting a multi-sited, engaged, and reflexive 
ethnographic research approach, discussed above, in terms of the methods I used.
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What the research(-activism) involved
This section outlines what the research actually involved, given the discussion of 
method above. Having identified Transition food, energy and transport activities as 
the ‘threads’ that, in following, would create my research field for the study of 
Transition movement strategy, these themes underpinned the qualitative design 
based on the methods of observant-participation, in-depth interviews and 
documentary analysis. Though I would regard myself as having taken a role of 
activist-researcher as discussed earlier, actively instigating a couple of Transition 
groups and therefore taking a similar organising role to Plows (2008), my research 
was not an explicit element of my activism, but parallel to it.
In this sense it was different from my understanding of what participatory action 
research (PAR) involves, although Mason (Mason and Whitehead 2009) does adopt 
the term PAR to describe the seemingly similar observant-participant stance they 
adopted within a Transition Initiative. What is interesting about having been an 
observant-participant within Transition is to realise how many other researchers are 
also actively involved, a number of whom are researching the movement too.
Indeed, Hopkins started Transition Town Totnes after beginning his PhD as an 
experiment in community engagement in energy descent that was the focus of his 
study, and continued to develop and promote the wider Transition movement 
throughout the research process. This suggests the approach I took is perhaps not 
as unusual as the literature might suggest, but that it might require further 
methodological reflection.
Participant-observation/observant participation
I conducted fieldwork over a three year period from the summer of 2008 to the 
summer of 2011. This encompassed not only becoming involved with one Transition 
Initiative and the beginnings of another, but attendance at an array of Transition- 
related conferences, meetings and events organised by other Initiatives and/or the 
Transition Network. The research (as opposed to activist) purpose of attending these 
national/international, regional and local Transition events in urban, suburban and 
rural areas of England was to take account of some of the spatial and scalar 
dimensions of the movement and its strategy, to hear both Network and local activist 
perspectives on Transition, and to gain an insight into some of the similarities and 
differences -  and negotiations -  arising within the movement.
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Thus I attended a meeting at the Houses of Parliament on Transition and 
government and a London launch of the Transition book on engaging with local 
government, at both of which the chair of the Network, Pete Lipman spoke, as well as 
a day's conference of the Climate Change Coalition which he chaired. I participated 
in a two-day core group training in Islington, London, run by Transition Training and 
Consultancy, an arm of Transition Network. This drew together about 20 grassroots 
Transition activists, largely from south-east England, but also three from across the 
Channel. I also attended two of the weekend annual conferences the Network 
organises which brought together over 200 Transition activists, largely from the UK, 
but also from other parts of Europe and the United States, as well as -  at the 2010 
conference -  South America: the first was in London at an arts venue and the second 
was in Devon at an ex-agricultural college.
In addition, I went to a couple of regional day conferences, one for the south-east 
region and one for London and Thame: the first was held in a Quaker hall in Brighton 
and the second in the glasshouses of a squatted abandoned market garden in 
Heathrow. I also attended a Transition South-East weekend camp with my family 
where we stayed in tents or yurts and cooked communally on an organic farm with 
camping facilities that included compost toilets. In the spirit of following threads, my 
choice of workshops and discussion groups at all these events was based on the 
three themes.
I participated too in a number of events organised by or with individual Transition 
Initiatives: a day on localising the economy, a Transition Initiative launch, and food 
and transport evening events in two London boroughs; a day on Transition and a 
half-day on food co-ops in a large county town; an eco-energy fair in a small English 
city; a harvest festival, a food event and the launch of the Initiative in a small English 
town; and an awareness-raising film event and discussion of an even smaller town. I 
also visited a Transition food market in a small town in a different county and a city 
Transition allotment, and attended an open space event in another London borough, 
the aim of which was to engage local supermarkets. I attended a couple of core 
group meetings of Transition groups with which I was not actively engaged, and 
joined a meeting with the local authority housing department that one of the groups 
had arranged to discuss an idea for a food project.
But my greatest engagement was with one Transition Initiative which I partly 
instigated, having been approached by someone who knew I was interested in -  and 
researching -  Transition. As part of this group, I attended over 20 core group
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meetings that included me organising, facilitating, and writing up a workshop to 
explore our goals and how we wanted to achieve them in the local area: in essence, 
a strategy for the Initiative. I sometimes played the role of secretary, writing up the 
minutes, and also coordinated discussion on at least one occasion.
I also attended several meetings of the food group which emerged within this 
Initiative to pursue a number of food projects, attended three work days related to 
two different community gardens that the group was attempting to set up and helped 
out on an apple-pressing stall on a couple of occasions. I organised a speaker to 
come and give a public presentation on a food project he was developing and put 
together a small proposal for a gardenshare-style project from a local council fund, 
which was unsuccessful. Then, with a couple of other members, I met with a council 
officer to discuss possible sites for an orchard project. We visited the two sites most 
favoured and discussed possibilities with a few residents in the area. This eventually 
led to an energy project at a community centre that was initiated at a meeting I 
attended there.
I also agreed with two members of a Local Action 21 group to organise an evening 
meeting to explore setting up a Transition Initiative in another town. Funded by the 
council, we met four times to decide the format and then ran the meeting in a central 
church hall. I attended three of the meetings of the small group that than emerged, 
as well as a public screening of the second Transition Network film. Transition 2.0'.
In addition to agendas, minutes and/or materials I picked up or was sent related to 
these meetings and events, I took notes which I then typed up in fuller form to record 
my memories of what occurred (as seen from my perspective), sometimes for a wider 
group where I was tasked with taking minutes. Though I did not intend these notes 
as a major source of specific data for my research account, they provided additional 
ballast for the analytical themes identified through the interviews.
In-depth interviewing
My involvement in the two Transition Initiatives provided me with an understanding of 
the kinds of challenges facing Transition in relation to mobilisation strategies. But 
because of the relatively nascent nature of these two Initiatives, I gained less insight 
into the action strategies being adopted. To develop a better understanding of these 
types of strategies, I conducted 33 in-depth interviews with 35 Transition activists 
from 18 Initiatives within England", the primary focus of which was the activities being
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initiated within each Initiative related to food, energy and/or transport. These 
interviews were conducted between September 2009 and April 2011.
My selection of interviewees was based on two main criteria. I wanted a relatively 
balanced sample of ‘grassroots’ activists who were actively involved in organising 
food, energy or transport-related activities within their Transition Initiative in England 
(though on a few occasions they were involved in more than one theme). I also 
wanted the sample to be relatively representative of the diversity of places Transition 
is occurring in England, both rural and urban, so as to capture both similarities and 
differences in emerging strategy in a variety of contexts. Where an Initiative had a 
number of well-established thematic groups, I focused on at least two of the three 
themes in which I was interested. In the end, I talked with 17 of the interviewees 
about Transition food-related activities they were or had been involved in, 14 
interviewees about energy-related activities they were or had been involved in, and 5 
interviewees about transport-related activities they were or had been involved in.
This spread is somewhat indicative of the activity-levels on each of the themes, as 
discussed later in Chapter 7.
The Transition activists I interviewed came from a range of Initiatives across the 
southern half of England. There was an interviewee who was involved in an Initiative 
in a very small town of less than 5,000 people far from any major conurbations. I 
interviewed nine activists involved in six Initiatives from market towns that ranged in 
size from 10,000 to 20,000 people, a couple of which were relatively far from large 
urban areas. I interviewed fifteen activists^ from five Initiatives focused on large 
towns between the size of 35,000 and 100,000 people, two of which are classified as 
(small) cities. And I interviewed eleven activists involved in Transition Initiatives in 
three cities: six of these activists were involved in two Initiatives focused on a whole 
city each, and five were involved in four Initiatives focused on a borough, area or 
neighbourhood-level where the populations varied between approximately 10,000 to 
65,000 people.
Many Transition Initiatives have websites which provide outlines of their activities and 
I used this as a starting point for identifying potential interviewees, given the above 
criteria. I usually approached potential interviewees in light of this criteria, either by 
email or in person at a Transition event. But I was also approached by three of the
 ^One o f these activists was also involved in an Initiative focused on another town o f between 10,000 
and 20,000 people, thus is double-counted here.
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interviewees because they were interested in my research and/or the wider research 
programme of RESOLVE.
My interviews with Transition activists averaged between an hour and an hour and a 
half, although a few were a little shorter than this and three much longer (one was 
nearly four hours). The interview was based on a simple thematic guide, which 
provided an outline of the areas I wanted to ensure I covered with each interviewee. 
But the structure of the interviews was loose and free-flowing. This allowed me to 
follow-up on topics raised by the interviewee in relation to the themes I was 
interested in as they came up, in the spirit of the naturalistic style that the 
ethnographic approach attempts to embody (Hammersley & Atkinson 1995).
Depending on interviewee suggestions, a number of the interviews occurred in cafes 
or restaurants (the most challenging for transcribing), five in interviewees’ homes, 
one in a workplace, three within my university. But twelve I conducted over the 
phone using a loudspeaker and tape-recorder, particularly when they were located 
some distance away or had particular time constraints. This solution was prompted 
by the suggestion of one of the interviewees. In most cases, I interviewed activists 
on their own, but on four occasions, I interviewed two activists together, again at their 
suggestion. These interviews were then transcribed in order to facilitate thematic 
analysis.
Documentary analysis
The last source of data I drew on in the research was the off-line and on-line 
documentation and communications produced within the movement, in particular by 
the Network, but also, to a lesser degree, by some Initiatives as well, what I would 
loosely call ‘grey’ literature. I used the three themes of food, energy and transport as 
my main means of searching and sifting for relevant material within the publications 
and websites of the movement.
I returned again and again to the Network books, but I also kept an eye on the 
Transition Network website and Hopkins’ often daily blogs on his website Transition 
Culture for entries and discussions of seeming relevance to my analysis, printing out 
sections of potentially interest. I also watched both the Transition Network films, 
making notes, as well as transcribed clips and sections of interviews that the Network 
and individual Initiatives made available on the net. My use of this material was 
largely in the analysis of Network framing and public discussions of strategy.
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I also looked at the websites of many Transition Initiatives in England in order to 
develop an overview of what they were doing and how they were developing. The 
aim here, to use Marcus’ words, was to map the ‘terrain... not holistic representation’ 
(1995: 99) in order to test and supplement what I was finding in the fieldwork and 
interviews, allowing me to go beyond a collection of English Initiatives, to make 
claims about movement strategy as manifested in the UK as a whole. The 
movement’s on-line presence thus provided an important virtual means to expand the 
multi-sited nature of the ethnographic approach I adopted.
Positionality, access and ethics
We must consider who we are when we engage in research... Are we writing 
with, for, or about environmental social movements? On what basis do the 
movements participate in our analyses through their (non)cooperation with 
our efforts? What are the political affinities between us? We propose that 
we, as researchers, explicitiy address the entanglement of our analyses and 
our politics and accept at least partial responsibility for our works’ political and 
practical consequences. (Rocheleau & Radel 1999 in response to Brosius 
1999: 297).
My experiences and interests have been important in determining my choice of 
research focus (previous professional involvement in strategy-making, a degree in 
sustainable agriculture and growing understanding of energy issues, participation in 
the policy strand of RESOLVE which included acknowledgement of community- 
based approaches, concern with climate change and the implication of lifestyles of 
the North, for instance) and in the analysis (prior work on livelihoods, engagement in 
development programmes with social justice and/or small enterprise pretensions, 
participation in third sector and volunteer-based endeavours, as examples). I was 
able to interview both men and women. I find it more difficult, however, to pinpoint 
exactly how I -  in terms of my positionality (as researcher-activist; as white, 
university-educated, middle-class, middle-aged woman; as environmentalist; as 
mother etc etc) -  impacted on the research, although I recognise that I was an 
essential ingredient in the interview and fieldwork process, as well as in the design 
and analysis.
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But perhaps it is helpful to reflect on a few times within the research process when I 
felt challenged. The first was when an activist -  who knew I had become involved in 
Transition after deciding to research the movement (unlike Plows 2008) -  implied, on 
the way to a Network event we were going to together, that I was probably going out 
of research rather than activist interest. I was somewhat offended because I felt my 
activist credentials were being questioned and attempted to persuade him that I was 
not there simply because of my research. Another situation that raised some similar 
issues was when I told someone I had got chatting to at a Transition event that I was 
a researcher and she asked whether I saw the event we were at as data. I admitted 
to her that, yes, I was interested in finding out how people framed Transition. But as 
a result, I felt she became more wary of talking with me. These examples made me 
realise that the hyphenated role of researcher-activist is not always an easy one to 
manage personally or as a performance; at times I was perceived largely as a 
researcher (for instance, a couple of interviews where I felt that the activists were a 
little guarded in their responses to me; I interpreted this as being the result of 
discomfort with me-as-researcher) and probably at other times where people were 
unaware I was a researcher and saw me only as an activist.
In another way, I found the declaration of another interviewee that he ‘trusted’ me, 
when I said I would send him a draft of my analysis to see how I had used his 
quotations, equally challenging because I felt I did not want him to feel that I had 
betrayed that trust in any way, however unintentional that would be. A further 
expectation that I found challenging came when one of those I interviewed emailed 
me afterwards to say that he had discussed the interview with the group he was 
involved in and they had decided together that they would like acknowledgement in 
the write-up of the group and the individual I had interviewed. Although I had no 
problem in principle with this, not only had a couple of my other interviewees asked 
to remain anonymous making consistency potentially an issue, but I understood from 
his email that the reason they wanted acknowledgement was an expectation that 
their work would be more widely publicised, an expectation that another interviewee 
had also expressed. Not knowing then what I would end up including in the thesis or 
how the argument would develop, I felt guilty that I had unintentionally given them 
such expectations which I felt I might well disappoint. But it also made me realise 
that in some situations the identity of researcher was perhaps a more powerful 
incentive for interview participation than that of activist, at least in a context where 
movement activities are overt.
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A further example of expectation, which I did not find challenging as such, but is still 
worth noting here, is the occasion when one person I had emailed to ask if anyone in 
their thematic group would be willing to be interviewed then asked whether I would 
be willing to do something for them in return. This reflects Albert’s (1997) contention 
that this is becoming expected practice in indigenous movements of the South where 
researchers do a piece of research for the movement; it certainly reflects the 
Transition Network’s advice provided for researchers and Initiatives. I said yes, but 
mentioned my time availability and wondered what I could offer that would be of use.
I did not hear back, and was offered an interview by one of the group members 
anyway, without being asked to do anything in return.
Another occasion I found challenging was when one of the interviewees suggested 
that I was adopting ‘a mind-set that assumes that there is a project plan with 
milestones ... and if you don’t keep to those milestones, then I’m a bad person’, after 
I had asked if I could follow-up to see how ‘projects’ were progressing. He said he 
felt this was kind of the ‘way of thinking’ that had got the world into the problems we 
are now facing. This time I felt very offended as I felt it was not a fair representation 
of the way I thought. But I realised later it was because of my use of the word 
‘projects’, a term that came from my previous work identities, and a term he 
associated he said in an email afterwards, with his work life, not his life outside work 
with which he associated Transition and which he treated as separate. However, it 
highlighted for me not only an understandable concern about evaluation validity, 
although I did not see this as a role of my research, but about my need for care in 
using such terms as project and strategy.
What these examples suggest is that it was my position as a researcher, not any of 
the other potential identities I identified earlier, that made me reflect on my 
positionality. This may suggest that I have limited powers of reflexivity. But I think it 
may also be because the demographics that I represent are relatively common within 
Transition: I was not ‘other’ to those I met, unlike in many ethnographic studies, 
particularly from anthropology. What this may have meant is that I found it more 
difficult to question the taken-for-granted assumptions of those I interviewed, 
because these were my assumptions as well. However it also allowed for a sharing 
of experience that Plows (2008) suggests can be important in developing rapport.
But I am not sure how much my identity markers eased access for me: a number of 
those I interviewed agreed to be interviewed without having met me or spoken to me
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before, although approximately half of those I interviewed I met at a variety of 
Transition events and I think this prior connection was probably a factor in their 
agreeing to be interviewed. However, I suspect it was my presence at these events, 
rather than my identity markers or even my activist involvement that turned out to be 
important in recruiting interviewees. Overall though, access was easy (where I failed 
to set up interviews, it seemed largely to do with turn-over of activists and/or flux of 
groups and/or busyness of individuals and/or problems with email addresses): most 
of those I interviewed were happy to talk about what they were doing and share their 
experiences (though one interviewee did mention she had drawn the ‘short straw’ in 
her thematic group and thus had ended up talking to me!), and I felt that my identity 
had little bearing on their decision to be interviewed, except on some occasions my 
position as a researcher(-activist).
What consideration of my positionality thus raised for me were questions of ethics in 
relation to the researcher-activist role I adopted during the research. This was not 
only about the potential tension between ‘ethics of responsibility’ and ‘ethics of truth’ 
(Albert 1997) as I interpret these concepts, but to do with ethical dilemmas of 
accountability.
Every stage of the research process into social movements can introduce 
complex ethical questions. The issues we choose to address are often highly
politicised and involve our own moral judgements and sympathies........... it is
precisely the ambiguity -  the uncertainty of what research is for, who it should 
benefit and what risk and harm is acceptable in conducting research -  that 
ethical thinking should help us navigate. Ethical questions are not dear cut 
but are heavily contextualised by the researchers’ own positionality and 
relationship to research subjects. (Gillan and Pickerill 2012: 133 and 135 
respectively).
What follows then is a brief account of a number of judgements I made in relation to 
my research that I felt were ethically justifiable, despite ignoring Transition Network’s 
expressed desires for research on the movement. These examples speak directly to 
the issue of accountability. Early on I had explored the researcher’s page on the 
Network’s website: it had outlined a number of research projects the Network thought 
would be of use to the movement. I felt that my emerging focus -  which at that point 
I thought would be on the relationship between councils and Initiatives -  was not 
mirrored there: the projects seemed very practical in focus and not very open to a
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sociological analytical approach. However, I still felt that what I was developing as a 
research project was potentially of use; indeed, interested as I am in the links 
between research and practice I wanted it to be so. However, I realised because the 
research was exploratory in nature, that I did not know how, indeed whether, it would 
be useful.
However, the website provided guidelines as to how Initiatives and researchers 
should interact. This included, very reasonably, an expectation that researchers draft 
an ‘outline proposal’ that included details on how much time ‘the initiative will be 
expected to provide and when’, the ‘benefits’ the initiative and the wider Network 
would gain from the research and when the research would be completed (Transition 
Network 2012a). When I contacted potential interviewees, I attempted to address 
these points in the email I sent. But being unsure what the benefits would be to them 
or the Network more generally because of the open-ended nature of the research, I 
said I would write a briefing note for the movement after the research was completed 
to disseminate findings, something I will do after submitting the thesis. Moreover, I 
found it hard to provide a time-table for when I would be completed, although I did 
provide some provisional dates: these turned out to be wildly optimistic and I feel 
very ashamed of the fact that I have taken so long to write up, thus not delivered 
when I said I would within the time-frame I had hoped.
The website also indicated that the Network’s preferred methodological approach 
was one of participatory action research (PAR). Although interested in the 
collaborative nature of PAR, the sociological PhD process in which I was engaged 
encouraged the generation of research questions based on the review of relevant 
academic literature rather than the suggestions from those within the social 
phenomenon under investigation, and therefore did not seem well suited to such an 
approach. Understandably, though, the Network is still very keen to encourage such 
a participatory approach to ensure that the research is (a) of relevance to the 
movement (given the time demands of research on movement participants), and (b) 
does not ‘undermine’ it -  as the excerpt below from the website under ‘research 
protocol’ (ibid) illustrates.
Not surprisingly, the transition movement is attracting a lot o f interest from the 
academic community. We welcome this as there are many questions that 
need to be answered and academic research can play an important part in 
strengthening the work we are doing. However, we are also conscious that
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participating in research projects can deflect valuable resources from the 
transition process. We are also keen to ensure that the benefits from research 
are accrued by both the specific initiative(s) and the researcher.
To this end we have been trying to ensure that when researchers work 
alongside the initiative they add value to the process rather than undermine it 
-  see the Research protocol for researchers above. ...W e are trying to 
persuade researchers to adopt participatory methods where possible -  i.e. 
they contribute to transition projects and groups as part o f their research 
methods. This is a direct way in which they can ‘give back’ to the initiative. 
However, this may not be appropriate in ail cases and they may have other 
ways of reciprocating.
I chose not to adopt a PAR approach for the reasons given earlier, but hoped by 
actively getting engaged myself in an Initiative, that this provided a valid ‘way of 
reciprocating’, as well as providing a better understanding of the movement 
approach. However, my involvement was not only instrumental: I was genuinely 
interested in becoming engaged. But having a young child made making evening 
meetings sometimes challenging for me, and, therefore, without the additional spur 
my research project provided, I am not certain I would have become involved. Yet, 
unlike some others I met in the movement who were both activists and researchers, 
and who also wrote about the movement, I am no longer actively involved. Does this 
make my researcher-activist role unethical? I don’t believe so, as I genuinely saw 
myself as both an activist and a researcher. My withdrawal from the main Initiative I 
was involved in was not intentional, but because I could no longer make meetings on 
the week-day night chosen, and therefore quickly fell out of the loop of what was 
happening.
However, I realise that the ethics of research are very much a dynamic matter of 
personal judgement. Those I interviewed were provided with an information sheet 
and consent form, and many chose to waive their right to confidentiality. However, 
because a few interviewees had understandable reasons they wanted to be 
anonymised within the texts I produced, I chose to change the names of all the 
interviewees to ensure their anonymity, and for consistency. But in fieldwork 
situations, although when I introduced myself to people I would mention I was a 
researcher, I was often in group situations where personal introductions were not
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always possible and there was often less time to provide context. And thus, although 
I was not taking up their time in the same way as I would in an interview setting, the 
purposive research element of my identity was often more blurred. I was not 
intentionally covert, as a few researchers have been in movement contexts 
[particularly where they are unsympathetic to the movement’s aims (Fielding 1981)], 
but neither was I particularly overt.
However, because I am sympathetic to what the Transition movement is trying to do,
I have been particularly aware of the ethical ‘injunction’ (Brosius 1999) that the 
research should not harm the movement or the individual activists involved. 
Superficially, the focus of the research does not appear to touch on sensitive issues 
at a personal level and the activists I interviewed would not be categorised as coming 
from a ‘vulnerable group’. But the problem is that it can be very difficult to predict 
what will cause harm. In a Master’s project where I produced a biography of a 
teacher whom I respected, I thought I had produced an account which honoured her 
achievements and perspectives. But the fact that I used quotations that did not omit 
‘uhmms’ and ‘ehrrs’ and hesitations made her feel that she was inarticulate, and as a 
result inadvertently brought up childhood concerns that she was stupid, which was 
absolutely the reverse of my intention. (Here I have omitted such utterances, just in 
easel).
De Laine (2000:16-17) suggests that this ‘being with and for’ rather than ‘looking at’ 
others requires a new ‘feminist’ ethics of ‘care’ within fieldwork. However, in her 
description of some of the ‘dilemmas’ she or other researchers have faced, it is clear 
that the injunction of ‘do no harm’ (to self or others) may not always be easily met, 
and that ambivalence as to ‘what is right’ may characterise difficult research 
decisions. She also says that it is in the unexpected consequences of research that 
ethical issues are most likely to arise, and these (obviously) tend to be difficult to 
predict.
In this instance, I am not aware that the research process itself has done any harm, 
although it is very possible that in my ‘activist’ role I may have inadvertently hurt 
other’s feelings. My concern with this study is particularly with the accounts I 
produce. I sent each interviewee for whom I had up-to-date contact details the 
quotations I used and what I had written about activities they had been involved in to 
check they are comfortable with my use of their words and the way I have 
anonymised them. But the more difficult issue, because it is less within the control of
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researchers, is that highlighted by Brosius (1999): how research on movements 
could be used by opponents of that movement to undermine it. This is particularly 
the case where research is on movements which are actively opposing powerful 
vested interests.
As will be seen in the next chapter, the Network deliberately positions the movement 
as not being about working against identifiable targets, and none of the activities that 
are promoted within the movement are illegal within the UK at this time. Moreover, 
the policy context is not only benign, but relatively encouraging to community-based 
approaches to issues such as the environment. But this said, during the period of 
research, police surveillance of environmental direct action groups has been 
highlighted in the media, and there are those who oppose the kinds of changes being 
promoted through the movement. In laying out my take on Transition strategy, a 
hopefully 'movement-relevant' (Bevington & Dixon 2005, Gillan & Pickerill 2012) and 
thus arguably ethical focus, am I inadvertently providing a (partial) ‘map’ of the 
movement for its enemies as Brosius suggests is the potential danger of such 
ethnography?
In considering this danger, I feel that there are a number of reasons why this account 
appropriately balances ethics of responsibility (to the movement and activists) with 
ethics of truth (academic quality as interpreted in the next section), as far as it is 
possible to surmise (recognising I do not know for sure who will read what I write, 
how they will interpret it or how they will use it, if at all). The first is that I see no 
evidence of a clearly defined organisational opponent to Transition that is set on 
undermining the movement. The second is that I believe that the analysis I present 
is faithful to the vast array of Transition material already in the public domain. The 
third is that, as a result, any conclusions that are published more widely are likely to 
be largely read (and actually probably not very largely) by a handful within the 
academic community and a handful within the activist community, particularly 
Transition. The fourth is that understanding these two groups as the audience, it is a 
sympathetic account, the aim of which is not to undermine the movement, but with 
elements of critique which I hope will promote useful discussion and learning that 
might even strengthen the movement (movement relevance).
It is this consideration which informed not only the focus of the research, but what 
data has been included and what left out. The account remains true to my 
interpretation of Transition movement strategy in light of what I learned from other
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activists. Of course, I held the power of how data was gathered, analysed and used, 
and for researchers committed to participatory research, this is ethically problematic. 
But PAR requires much more time commitment from individual activists than the kind 
of research I conducted, and, as Whitehead (Mason & Whitehead 2009) suggests, it 
may be that it is as a researcher that an academic can make their most useful 
contribution to the movement (field), what Gillan and Pickerill (2012) call the ethics of 
‘general reciprocity’.
I will be making sure that the results of research are made available to participants, 
the least that is ethically required according to Gillan and Pickerill (2012). I have 
offered to send the submitted thesis to all those I interviewed, will write a briefing 
paper for the Network (as already mentioned), and will ensure any research papers 
that result are made available (where possible) to the movement through the 
Transition Research Network’s ‘citeulike’ webpage. But I have to admit to wondering 
if Brosius (1999) may be right in questioning whether academia, in particular 
ethnographers, have anything to contribute to environmental movements, particularly 
given what Newton et al (2012) call the ‘research fatigue’ they detected in one 
prominent ‘sustainable community’.
Not only is it unclear what impact our commentaries might have on these 
movements and discourses but also it is no longer very dear what is 
emancipatory and what is potentially reactionary, either in the movements we 
wish to study or in our own commentaries on these movements. It would be 
comforting to think that we might be able to resolve this merely by 
interrogating the nature of our authorial presence or the position from which 
we write, but I am not sure that that is possible, in short, we have to think 
very hard about the relationship between the types of conceptual apparatus 
that we bring to bear on these issues and the possible outcomes of our 
analytical interventions. (Brosius 1999: 288).
I believe I have, using Hamersley and Atkinson’s (1995) ‘judgement in context’, but it 
does not overcome the issue that it is not possible to know for certain what the 
outcome of an analytical intervention will be.
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Questions of Analysis and Quality
Recognising that social science research is an analytical intervention, this section 
explores the analytical approach I took and issues related to ensuring quality in 
qualitative research. Contestation over definitions of what makes a quality piece of 
research are at the core of contestations over research generally and are often 
based in the ontological and epistemological assumptions that underlie different 
methodological approaches. My belief in the partiality of all accounts makes the issue 
of assessing research quality particularly challenging. But there are other limitations 
to this study, too, and I will outline these at the end.
Approaching analysis
My understanding of analysis, following Coffey and Atkinson is that it ‘implies, and 
indeed requires, principled choice’ (1996:4) and that it is a ‘pervasive activity 
throughout the life of a research project’ (1996: 6). Having a separate section on 
analysis might, therefore, seem anachronistic, suggesting that the analytical process 
can be differentiated from the conduct and writing up of the research. But this is not 
my intention: it is simply a matter of discursive choice. Instead, my experience of 
analysis within this research project was that it was an ongoing and somewhat messy 
accomplishment that was integrally linked to creating the field, doing the fieldwork 
and documenting the results. Therefore, though Huberman and Miles (1994) 
suggest analysis involves three stages -  ‘data reduction’ through the categorisation 
of data, ‘data display’ in visual forms to illustrate the connections, and the drawing of 
conclusions -  this description is much more linear and clear-cut than my approach to 
analysis turned out to be.
This was partly because the amount of data I collected was enormous: I have well 
over 1,000 pages of data (over 400 pages of interview transcripts, over 400 pages of 
field notes, and over 300 pages of print-outs from Transition-related blogs and 
websites, not to mention the Transition books, films etc). Therefore whilst I did a 
day’s course on Nvivo in the expectation that I would use this computer software for 
storing and ordering the data, I soon realised that I would not be able to do the kind 
of detailed coding that might be expected, if taking a grounded theoretical approach 
(Strauss & Cobin 1994).
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Instead I stored the data in paper-based files, according to the type of data (interview 
transcripts, field notes, blog print-outs), and conducted a broad paper-based analysis 
of the interview transcripts to identify recurring themes. Moreover, I revisited the 
transcripts a number of times in the writing process to remind me of the context and 
nuance of specific pieces of data that I had chosen to illustrate the main themes I had 
identified. In terms of ‘handling’ (Coffey & Atkinson 1996) the Transition grey 
literature that I had collected, I drew on ‘sensitising concepts’ (Blumer 1954) from the 
literature I had initially explored to assist in selecting and analysing this data. In 
particular, I used Benford and Snow’s (2000) conceptualisation of diagnostic, 
prognostic and motivational framing, and the idea of tactical action repertoires drawn 
from Tilly’s (1979) repertoires of contention, to categorise, reduce and analyse this 
material. I did not actively code my field notes, but read through them to identify 
instances that illustrated themes or concepts I had already chosen, and to 
‘triangulate’ my analysis (Denzin 2009). I also wrote analytical memos inspired by 
thoughts and interpretations arising from fieldwork -  field notes and interviews -  
sometimes sparked by an academic article or book I was reading.
Ultimately, it was the specific research questions and the concepts on which these 
were based that provided the framework for linking across, and interpreting, the 
different types of data in order to tell a convincing ‘story’ (Wolcott 1994). For 
instance, activist concerns about the nature and extent of Transition mobilisation 
which was a recurring theme across many of the interviews made sense in light of 
collective identity issues, the nature of Transition activism, and the strategic 
dilemmas these can cause. The concept of modes of organising helped to bring 
together Network rhetoric about the origins and evolution of the movement and 
activist reflections (including my own) of Initiative development. The idea of action 
repertoires underpinned my analysis of the food, energy and transport activities being 
undertaken by Transition Initiatives in England, as highlighted in the interviews, 
fieldwork and perusal of Initiative websites. And it was interrogation of the concept of 
préfiguration with the data that helped me analyse the nature of Transition strategy 
and why it differs from current academic positioning on the subject. This is how I 
leapt from ‘analysis’ to ‘interpretation’ (Wolcott 1994).
77
Where do we go from here? Transition movement strategies for a low carbon future: Chapter 3
Interpreting quality
Maxwell suggests that the ‘validity’"' of a qualitative research account is not based on 
following a particular set of ‘procedures’ or methods, but in the analysis and how it is 
presented. Whilst I find Maxwell’s typology for dealing with ‘threats to validity’ helpful 
and draw on it later to explain why I believe the account I present in this thesis has 
validity (although readers may judge othenA/ise), I also think that the way the 
research was done is an important aspect of the quality of all research. This goes 
beyond the argument already made that taking an engaged ethnographic approach is 
a valid method for exploring strategy in movements, particularly within ‘everyday’ 
sites that are not usually considered political (Baiocchi & Connor 2008).
I followed Denzin and Lincoln’s (1994: 2) strategy of adopting the multi-method 
approach -  which they argue is inherent to qualitative research -  in order to provide 
‘rigor, breadth and depth to any investigation’ as ‘an alternative to validation’. Lincoln 
and Cuba’s (1985) criteria for the ‘truth-value’ of a piece of qualitative research also 
implies the need for a quantity of appropriately insightful data, which I believe the 
combination of qualitative methods outlined earlier did generate. However, their 
criteria depends more on transparency of data analysis and clarity of analytical 
presentation than on the research process itself: judicious demonstration of the 
empirical data on which analysis is based (‘credibility’), the applicability of findings to 
other settings or sites through the use and generation of empirically-informed theory 
(‘transferability’), justifiable explanations of changes in the ‘phenomenon’ and in 
research procedures based on experiences in the field (‘dependability’), and the 
likelihood that others would interpret the data in the same way (‘confirmability’).
I will therefore begin with an explanation as to how I justified to myself that the 
research I was doing was of sufficient quality to create a valid account of Transition 
strategy, within the limitations that I set out later. When I first started the research I 
had planned that my units of analysis would be Transition Initiatives and the projects 
they had initiated in relation to food, energy and/or transport (which I had already 
conceptualised as ‘social innovations’), within the broader umbrella of the movement. 
With the growing number of Transition Initiatives in the UK, I obviously could not 
cover them all with a qualitative research design that aimed to capture some of the 
dynamics of movement. I therefore decided to focus on a number in the region 
where I lived where I could make a number of visits for events and interviews.
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My criteria for the choice of Initiatives was based on whether they were beginning to 
implement activities related to one or more of the three themes I was focusing on, 
and whether the sample of Initiatives reflected a range of size of places in which 
Transition is occurring. However, I quickly realised that my original intention of 
producing quality (though constructed) case studies of a number of Initiatives and 
their food, energy and/or transport activities was flawed: I realised that on my own I 
would not be able to provide a detailed and well-rounded picture of the development 
and experience and ‘feel’ of each of the Initiatives in the time available. However, 
because I was interested in the strategies of the movement as it was manifested in 
the UK (not simply the development of individual Initiatives), I did not want to restrict 
my analysis to just one or two examples.
So instead, I widened my search for interviewees so as to cover more of southern 
England from east to west to try and ensure that my sample came from Transition 
Initiatives in ‘very’ rural as well as more suburban and urban contexts in order to gain 
a sense as to whether the activities being initiated were similar or different. This 
meant relying more on the phone for interviewing than I had originally expected. The 
focus of the interviews remained exploring the experiences and perspectives of the 
activist in relation to Initiative and activity development. But the aim was no longer 
the creation of a representative picture of the Initiative (in the sense of recognisable 
to the activists involved).
Moreover, whilst I initially attempted to gather detailed outlines of a specific activity, I 
soon realised that not only was my research design ill-equipped for this, but actually 
this was not what my research focus on movement strategies required. Within an in- 
depth interview process, although the researcher may have a number of themes they 
wish to cover, the structure is relatively loose and organic, with the researcher to a 
certain degree following where the interviewee takes them, in an attempt to mirror the 
natural flow of conversation. I found that, had I decided I did need a detailed 
description of how an activity evolved, I would have had to become much more 
extractive in my approach, as often activist accounts skated over implementational 
details. Moreover, I would probably have needed to interview a few of those involved 
in organising the activity to create a more rounded account, limiting the number of 
activities I could explore. For example, I interviewed someone with whom I had 
collaborated to set up an Initiative and found that our memories of the sequence of 
events and who else was involved differed on a number of aspects (evidence, I 
would argue, of the partiality of accounts!). Not only did taking a more extractive
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approach seem counter to the ‘naturalisitic’ spirit of the ethnographic method I had 
adopted, but more important to me in terms of pragmatics, was that gaining a 
detailed picture of a few Initiative-specific activities would not provide me with the 
data I needed to explore strategy at movement-level, as manifested in the UK.
Instead what I needed was to understand whether there were any discernible 
patterns in the nature of activities across the Transition movement in the UK. I 
therefore scaled up my unit of analysis from (a few specific) Transition activities to 
Transition repertoires. The best method I felt for exploring this was in reviewing the 
documentary evidence, both virtual and hardcopy, provided by the Network and 
Initiatives. Apart from reading the Transition books and watching the Transition films, 
my strategy was to: (a) follow the Transition Culture blog produced by Rob Hopkins, 
searching for and reading ‘articles’ related to food, energy and transport (usefully he 
tagged articles in relation to these and a few other categories); (b) to look every few 
months at the Transition Network website and evolving list of Initiatives and projects 
there, as well as the discussion groups on food, energy and transport (although these 
never really took off); and (c) to look at many of the individual Initiative websites 
within England to gain an overview of what was happening at that point in time. My 
immersion in this grey literature produced by the movement provided me with a lot of 
material. But the conceptual categories of repertoires, as mentioned above, together 
with food, energy and transport, provided me with the means to navigate my way 
through it. Moreover I felt that my search for patterns and connections, using such 
concepts, was methodologically valid: Nadai and Maeder (2005) suggest that the 
loss of ‘everyday’ detail in sociological ethnographies is justifiable because the gain 
is in overall ‘conceptual’ understanding.
The intention of the interviews therefore moved away from getting a detailed picture 
of a specific activity. What the interviews provided instead were personalised and 
impressionistic interpretations of what was happening in the Initiatives of which the 
activists were a part, usually in relation to food, energy and/or transport, and a 
philosophical and/or emotional perspective on what this involved and meant to the 
interviewee. The interviews thus provided me with a sketch of the kinds of activities 
that some Initiatives were undertaking that I was able to supplement with information 
on the websites of other Transition Initiatives. More important, they provided an 
insight into some of the issues of implementation these activists were experiencing in 
their particular context that were not usually accessible in the written accounts of
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activities in Transition initiative materials. The focus was often on the difficulties and 
rewards of mobilising participants and organising Transition action.
Within these interviews, I often shared my experiences and perspectives of ‘doing’ 
Transition locally. Although I acknowledge that this no doubt impacted on 
interviewee responses [the reason many researchers often adopt a less involved 
approach to the interview because of concerns of ‘biasing’ informant accounts], I felt 
that this was compatible with the engaged ethnographic approach I had adopted and 
the epistemological perspectives underlying it that sees accounts as co-constructed. 
To quote Skeggs (1997 [2002]: 31): ‘As a feminist researcher, I was not concerned 
that my interpretations would ‘taint’ the research. Had I not offered views, values, 
assessments and ruminations as I spent three years full-time with the women they 
would have thought me strange. Ethnographies ‘at home’ are produced through 
dialogue. There was absolutely no way I could not respond from the position of who I 
was/am.’
The question is whether the responses that those I interviewed gave were less 
honest to their own interpretations than if I had not sometimes intervened with my 
own perspective. I cannot know. But interviewees did not always agree with my 
assessments or mirror my perspectives and I felt that the rapport I developed with 
many, perhaps partly helped by my ‘insider’ role, meant that they were very open 
with me about how they felt about their involvement, sometimes beyond what I was 
expecting. However, there were a few occasions when I felt interviewees were more 
guarded, less spontaneous, in their responses to me, concerned -  I imagined -  
because of my identity as a researcher and what I might do with their words. But I 
did not feel that this made their responses any less accurate as expressions of their 
perspectives, only that they were careful in how they expressed their views and 
perhaps gave greater consideration about what they included and omitted than other 
interviewees. But I do not have any reason to doubt that the content of what they 
said to me was honest to their interpretations at that time, and thus a valid 
representation of their perspectives, even if I did not hear about all that they felt 
about their experience of Transition.
Beyond my earlier methodological justification, this was another reason why I also 
felt it was appropriate to respond honestly about my views when, on a few occasions 
during the fieldwork and interview process, I was asked what I thought about an 
aspect of the Transition movement. I felt that those I was interviewing were being
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open and honest with me about their views and that it was only ethical that I should 
be the same, even though I did not feel I deserved the status of expert on the 
Transition movement that I sometimes felt was implicit in such questions.
As mentioned earlier, in terms of the fieldwork, I typed up field notes after each event 
which summarised my view of what occurred, in particular what was said. Within 
these I also mentioned any thoughts or reactions I had about what was going on. 
However, my memory for exact wording has never been reliable and although I 
believe this improved during the fieldwork and that I did convey accurately the sense 
of the discussion and who was involved (when I took minutes, others seemed 
generally happy with my summary) in what were sometimes difficult meeting 
conditions -  a noisy pub -  I rarely used quotation marks in writing up after a meeting 
except when I was sure particular words had been used. My field notes therefore 
represent partial accounts, filtered through my memory and interpretation of what 
was going on, based on the aspects of the discussions I could hear: this is indicative 
in the fact that most of the write-ups of the approximately one and a half hour core 
group meetings I attended tended to be between five and ten pages, when interviews 
of that length tended to be longer. However, I still believe these accounts to be Valid’ 
as a detailed portrayal of the experience of a reflective observant participant within 
the movement, which was important in building my understanding of the movement 
and thus the argument within the thesis.
It is perhaps not surprising that Maxwell focuses his recommendations for assessing 
validity on how the argument is built in the writing up of research. It is to two of the 
aspects of validity that he identifies that I will now turn: descriptive validity and 
interpretive validity. He suggests that the third, ‘theoretical validity’ -  the applicability 
of the concepts used or developed to the ‘facts’ presented and the validity of the 
connections between concepts made -  is assessed by ‘the community of inquirers’. 
This I interpret to mean a post-hoc judgement that is based on academic feedback, 
once a researcher attempts to publish results. I hope therefore, in this context, that 
my literature review presents a persuasive case of the validity of the concepts I use, 
and that together with the conceptual and theoretical arguments I develop, the 
analytical chapters and conclusion show how the constructs I use provide 
explanatory power.
Maxwell also mentions generalizability and evaluative validity as potential 
components in some studies. The generalizability of my argument about Transition
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movement strategies to other Transition contexts beyond the UK or to other 
movements in the UK would need testing and researching, but I suspect it does have 
some relevance. This study was never meant to be an evaluation of the success of 
the movement’s strategies (it is too early to make such assessments), but to explore 
what they involve.
In relation to descriptive validity, I have relied more on the interviews and written 
materials generated within the movement for my analysis than the field notes I 
generated, partly because (though partial they may be too) these are ‘recorded’ and 
not reliant simply on my memory. I therefore have the ability to check that the 
quotations and activity outlines I provide within the thesis reflect these records, in 
particular that my usage of quotes reflects the context in which they were said. 
Maxwell rightly warns against inferring from the sample population of a particular 
qualitative study to the whole population, in my case from the sample of activists I 
met and/or interviewed to the whole of the Transition movement. This is why I have 
tried to be careful when I talk about the emerging identity of the Transition movement 
in relation to existing social categories within Britain to source other evidence, in the 
absence of limited survey data on the subject.
The second category of validity Maxwell discusses is that of ‘interpretive validity’ 
which is both about presenting ‘emic’ perspectives of those involved in the 
phenomenon which accurately reflects their experiences and ensuring that where the 
researcher’s argument differs from those who are being researched, this is 
acknowledged and justified. Where I make assertions about the differences or 
similarities between activist experiences and perspectives, my analysis is based on a 
careful scrutiny of the range of interviews. Early chapter drafts provide an ‘audit trail’ 
of the evidence on which I base my conclusions, and whilst the final versions 
represent a huge reduction in the use of this primary data, I have attempted to leave 
enough as a data display to allow readers to form their own interpretations.
Whilst some social scientists (e.g. Lincoln & Guba 1985) argue that a valid qualitative 
account is one that, given the same data, others would also construct [what Lincoln & 
Guba (1985) call ‘dependability’], I do not see similarity of analysis as the test of 
validity. As Skeggs (1997 [2002]; 29) argues: ‘Knowing is always mediated through 
the discourses available to us to interpret and understand our experiences’ and these 
are never value, or politics (Hale 2008), -free. Thus diversity in interpretations of 
social phenomena is inevitable. But I agree with Skeggs (1997 [2002]) that this does
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not negate the need to strive for analytical rigour. More than a simple application of 
principles of triangulation (Seale 1999) and logical coherence (Skeggs 1997 [2002]), 
the credibility of the argument, I believe, relies on an adequate display of the 
evidence on which analysis is founded, and an acknowledgement of inconsistencies. 
This I have attempted to do within my account of the research.
Limitations
Whilst I argue above in favour of the quality of this piece of research, there are of 
course limitations to its claims. As Skeggs (1997 [2002]: 29) suggests: ‘Partiality 
occurs in all research; it is because it is so obvious in ethnography that 
ethnographers have taken on board debates about partial productions'. Apart from 
the partiality that arises from my particular positionality, discussed earlier, there are 
four major limitations to this research that need mentioning. The first is that my 
research focused on strategy in relation to what the Network calls the ‘Outer 
Transition’. I did not explore discourse and activities related to what is known as 
‘Inner Transition’ (spiritual and emotional work on the self), although arguably this 
represents another important dimension of Transition strategy.
The second limitation is that I only focused on three aspects of the ‘Outer Transition’: 
food, energy and transport. I was advised to focus my study more than I had 
originally planned, and my choice of these themes reflected research occurring in 
other areas of RESOLVE, of which I was a part. Other emerging Transition themes I 
might have focused on were education, which often includes a range of activities with 
schools, or what is often known as the ‘economy’, which includes activities related to 
the setting up of local currencies and time banks.
The third shortcoming of the research is that I almost exclusively focused on 
Transition Initiatives in England, though with an eye to what was happening in other 
parts of the UK. I am relatively confident that the strategies and action repertoires I 
outline reflect what is happening elsewhere in the UK. I am much less sure of the 
applicability of this analysis to Transition as it is being practised in other parts of the 
world as I did not have time to pay attention to developments across the globe, 
except through references in Network films, newsletters and on the website. My 
sense from those, however, is that what I have presented is likely to have wider 
resonance, even if there is more variation in the detail than captured here because of 
the differences in context.
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Fourth, I have tended to focus on the similarities rather than the differences between 
activist [and Initiative] experiences, looking for patterns as the Network might say, 
and thus presenting what is a relatively coherent account, when lived experience 
suggests ‘coherence is a fantasy’ (Skeggs 1997 [2002]: 32). Skeggs points to the 
‘continual tension between theoretical generalization and the multitude of differences 
experienced in practice’ and the ‘imprisoning process of representational 
essentialising whereby parts of the lives of ‘others’ come to epitomize the whole’ 
(ibid).
Lastly, not only is my account subject, as all accounts, to ‘metonymic freezing’ 
(Appadurai 1988) as Skeggs (1997 [2002]) highlights, but temporal freezing that 
belies the Transition movement’s dynamic nature. It is the product of research during 
a particular period, and though I have attempted to keep up-to-date on major 
developments, the movement continues to evolve. This account, however, is 
necessarily stuck in time. Thus the validity of an account may be temporally, as well 
as spatially, variable.
Conclusion
Knowledge production ... is a process that is anything but ‘pure’, in which 
contaminating factors o f emotion, subjective evaluations and the limitations of 
the observer interact in a decisive manner... Thus defined, scientific 
knowledge takes on the aspect o f bricolage, the gathering and combining of 
cues, whose meaning depend upon variations in points of view, from the 
particular perspectives of the observer. (Melucci 1995: 62).
Within me there is a positivist wanting to break out who would love to be able to 
describe a pre-planned research design that laid out clear and definable steps which 
I then followed to the letter, and was able to validate as a quality and ethical study 
based on some externally-given procedural criteria. The (utopian) pragmatist in me 
says that the best qualitative research is one which is not only practically suited to 
the purpose (Plows 2008), but adapts appropriately to the changing context in which 
it occurs. Meanwhile, the ‘realist’ in me says embrace the messiness and 
constructed nature that underpins all research. This account of how my research 
evolved, the methods -  and method -  I (eventually) adopted and the ethical
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challenges I encountered attempts to do the latter. The ‘snap-shot’, multi-sited based 
engaged ethnographic approach I ended up with involved an inversion of participant 
observation -  observant participation -  as well as in-depth interviews and 
documentary analysis. This methodology not only appeared to be a good way of 
capturing ‘fluid’ grassroots activism, particularly that which is not spectacular (Plows
2008), but felt ethical in light of both crises of representation and of relevance (Mintz 
& Du Bois 2002) within ethnography-based anthropology, although such an approach 
does not necessarily solve such crises.
My justification for actively engaging with the Transition movement during the 
research process reflects my belief in the partiality of research and the 
epistemological questioning of the positivist assumption that researcher and 
researched need or ever can be separated. But it also embodied a desire to be 
involved in a collective endeavour at local level to attempt, even if in some small way, 
to bring about the kinds of social change that I feel is required to sustain life (human 
and others) in light of my belief in the reality of ecological limits and the threats of 
environmental change arising as a result of human activity. This seemed preferable, 
even ethical from my point of view, to sitting on the side-lines and commenting on the 
movement. Moreover, I felt my work experience in relation to community-focused 
programming in an international development context and my educational 
background in sustainable agriculture might be of use within a Transition Initiative in 
ways that were of more direct assistance than any academic output I produced. I 
was thus both personally interested in becoming involved in community-based action 
to address climate change and felt that a ‘stand-point’ from within the movement was 
as valid as a stand-point from without, as long as there was acknowledgement of the 
limitations of such a view. My researcher-activist position has led me to question 
more the ethics embedded in research than the bias of my research because of the 
partiality of all accounts (Skeggs 1997 [2002]).
My experience suggests that active involvement not only provides, as McAdam 
(2003) suggests, access that allows a researcher to ‘see’ aspects of a social 
phenomenon that might be invisible to an outsider, but a different perspective which 
does not necessarily blunt one’s critical faculties. What such involvement may lead 
to, however, is identification with the social phenomenon studied and other 
participants that constrains a researcher in expressing particular critiques. But 
expression in any research is a matter of ethics and therefore needs to be 
consciously reflected upon whatever the stance of the researcher: there is partiality in
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both engagement and non-engagement that requires ethical consideration. To quote 
Whitehead (in Mason & Whitehead 2009: 7):
Was my interest in Transition Town Aberystwyth altruistic or selfish: was it 
about what I could give to the movement, or what the movement could give to 
me? ... In suggesting that local communities had skiiis and energies to deal 
with ... geo-historic threats, the Transition movement asked that you leave 
your cynicism at the door. As an academic, I have become rather attached to 
my healthy (and at times unhealthy) cynicism, particularly when it comes to 
try and regenerate local communities. When Kelvin asked me to join the 
steering committee of Transition Town Aberystwyth, however, I felt duty- 
bound to say yes: it was time not just to write about making sustainable towns 
and cities, but to help in building them (I left my cynicism, however, just inside 
the door!).
“ I conducted 35 interviews, including two short ones: one with a local council officer who had talked 
to members o f Initiatives in her area, and one with someone who was working on an ex-Transition food 
project that had been handed over to another local body. I also interviewed one activist twice to 
follow-up on how the Initiative had evolved. I followed up with three other activists too where I 
discussed developments, but two were not tape-recorded (though I took notes), whilst one was a 
follow-up after a relatively short interview I failed to digitally record properly. O f the 35 activists I 
interviewed, one was involved in trying to spark a Transition Initiative group, but did not become 
actively involved and saw herself more outside Transition, and another had decided to take a break 
from Transition on the day I interviewed him. I should also flag that one o f the activists was involved 
in a Transition Initiative just over the border o f Wales.
Validity is a term that some qualitative researchers eschew because o f its use in quantitative analysis 
and the positivist paradigm with which such statistical-based research is usually associated. But 
despite my belief in the partiality o f accounts, I think that this is a term that is o f use in qualitative 
research, even though it is assessed differently. This is because, like Skeggs (1997 [2002]), I  find some 
research accounts more convincing — more valid — than others, and this has both to do with what the 
research involved (as described) and the analysis and supporting data presented (partial though it is and 
I am!).
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Chapter Four 
Defining the Transition: 
Network framing of problems and solutions
The Transition Movement is an increasingly global movement which seeks to 
inspire, catalyse and support community responses to peak oil and climate 
change, it is positive and soiutions-focused, and is developing a diversity o f 
tools for building resilience and happiness around the world. From 
awareness-raising and local food groups, to creating local currencies and 
developing ‘Plan Bs’ for their communities. Transition movements seek to 
embrace the end o f the Oil Age as being a tremendous opportunity -  the 
opportunity fora profound rethink of much that we have come to take for 
granted. (Chamberlin 2009: opposite inside cover)
This chapter provides an overview of what the Transition movement is attempting to 
achieve, why and how, as framed in Transition Network materials, and in talks, 
videos or blogs by members of Transition Network, the small social movement 
organisation set up to support the spread and development of the movement. 
Particular attention is paid to the approach advocated by Transition Network as the 
way forward, and how this is being re-framed, as this is central to understanding how 
movement strategies are developing. The overall argument is that the framing of the 
movement by the Network is a core mobilising strategy that also guides action: it 
provides the rationale for people to become involved and it outlines what form the 
movement’s collective action should take. But framing also inevitably pushes the 
movement into the field of cultural politics by claiming a particular value-laden 
meaning for the word ‘transition’ that both reflects an ‘alternative environmental 
paradigm’ (Cotgrove and Duff 1980) and a particular form of ecological citizenship 
(Kenis & Mathijs 2009a, b&c) .
The chapter starts with an analysis of the evolving frame of the Transition movement, 
using the categories often found in social movement theory: diagnostic, prognostic 
and motivational framing (Hunt et al 1994, Benford & Snow 2000). As mentioned in 
the literature review, whilst diagnostic framing outlines the issues the social 
movement is meant to address and prognostic framing describes how the social 
movement organisation believes this is best done, motivational framing provides the 
‘compelling reasons’ why an individual should become involved (Benford and Snow 
2000). This analysis includes an exploration of the values that are intimated within
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Transition Network framing, an aspect that is often neglected within framing 
literature, highlighting the use of a vocabulary of 'desirability' not noted within the 
literature before.
Diagnostic Framing
The core problem that the Transition movement has been designed to address is the 
‘twin threats’ of peak oil and climate change. As indicated in the quote at the 
beginning of the chapter, this is the usual starting point for Transition materials. The 
argument that the Network makes for considering the two issues of peak oil and 
climate change together is illustrated in the slide reproduced below from a ‘standard’ 
slide show about Transition, put together by Ben Brangwyn, one of the founders of 
Transition Network for use by Transition Initiatives (Figure 4.1). The rationale given 
is that if peak oil is addressed on its own, the response will focus on maximising oil 
output, thus contributing to carbon dioxide emissions, and if climate change is 
addressed on its own, the response will focus on geo-engineering and other energy- 
intensive solutions. If however these threats are considered together, says the 
Network, the logical conclusion is that we need to reduce energy consumption 
through relocalising the economy, thus building resilience to peak oil.
Figure 4.1: Network slide of proposed solutions to identified problems (Transition Network 2010a)
Responses to P eak Oil & C lim ate C hange
P EA K  O IL
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Combining the issues of peak oil and climate change in one diagnostic social 
movement frame was -  when The Transition Handbook first came out in 2008 
(Hopkins 2008a) -  new to the UK: there were a number of emerging networks of 
community-based climate change action, but none which explicitly took account of 
peak oil too. Of course the idea of resource limits has animated the wider 
environmental movement ever since the publication of the Club of Rome’s seminal 
Limits to Growth (Meadows et al 1974), and climate change has been a key concern 
for over two decades. A number of organisations also made a point in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s of linking the specific issues of energy security and climate change 
together (e.g. Mackenzie 1997 for World Resources Institute, Mitchell 2002 for The 
Royal Institute of International Affairs, and Feinstein 2002 for the Energy and Mining 
Sector Board), and this was picked up by policy-makers in the UK’s Energy White 
Paper of 2003 (Great Britain 2003). But until Transition Network was established, no 
UK social movement organisation had combined the two ‘pressures’ and made them 
their raison-d’etre.
This diagnostic frame thus had resonance to existing concerns around which 
mobilisation was already happening across scales and sectors -  climate change -  
but also extended it to cover an issue which tended to be treated by the 
environmental movement as less important, and separate. Transition Network did 
this by explicitly bonding peak oil and climate change together as ‘two aspects of the 
same problem’ (Hopkins, 2008a: 39). The problem is thus portrayed as one that 
requires a determined response, not only for normative reasons (with potential real 
consequences) -  we ought to reduce our dependence on oil in order to mitigate 
climate change -  but because we have no choice: oil is a limited resource and will 
become increasingly scarce and expensive.
More implicit in the diagnosis provided by the Network is who or what is ‘to blame’ 
(Benford and Snow 2000) for peak oil and climate change. Transition Network 
materials tend to suggest that the cause of peak oil and climate change is our 
‘addiction’ to oil and related ‘energy services’. In The Transition Handbook (2008a: 
86), Hopkins presents a transcription of an interview with Chris Johnstone, an 
addictions specialist, in which the latter says: ... I’d say that industrialised societies 
are hooked on oil in a way that shows significant features of addiction.... addictions 
refer to stuck patterns of behaviour that can be difficult to change even when we 
know they are causing harm’. Early Transition Training materials suggested that not 
only is the current dominant social-economic paradigm one of humans as separate
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from nature, and that this is a key causal factor for the predicament we are now in, 
but that our addiction to oil is the result of childhood experiences of powerlessness, 
worthlessness, isolation and insecurity that our society is said to encourage.
This may appear to be an individualistic interpretation of social ills, and indeed the 
‘stages of change model’ Hopkins adapts from DiClemente (2003) to illustrate how 
change can happen within The Transition Handbook (Hopkins 2008a: 85) is based 
on psychological understandings of individual behaviour change in relation to 
addiction. However, one of the core, and seemingly unusual, elements of Transition 
framing is that it explicitly links ‘Inner Transition’ (individual psychological [for some, 
spiritual] change) with ‘Outer Transition’ (practical social change) to suggest that the 
individual and the social are integrally connected and co-produced.
This supports Transition’s basic prognostic premise that empowered (enlightened) 
individuals together have the power to shift structures, structures which Transition 
Network diagnostic framing implies are largely cultural in nature. It is the ‘stories we 
tell ourselves’. Network diagnostic framing argues, which serve to sustain society’s 
addiction to oil: ‘I think stories are vital here....’ (Hopkins 2009a). Transition Network 
materials and presentations often illustrate this point with reference to fairytales such 
as the Magic Porridge Pot and the Twelve League Boots. The key theme of these 
myths is the idea of limitless resources, or the fantasy of magical elixirs. Though 
Hopkins quipped in his 2009 TED talk that Ryan Air had become the fairytale magic 
carpet and China the elves that make endless pairs of shoes, they are not identified 
as culprits, but as the inevitably temporary deliverers of fairytale dreams (Hopkins 
2009a). Transition is therefore partly about creating alternative fairytales.
In the process, however, the Network does not tend to identify particular individuals, 
organisations or social groups as antagonists (what might colloquially be called ‘the 
baddies’). Instead it implies that our collective addiction to oil and the energy 
services that oil (partly) supplies is both something from which we all suffer, and 
something for which we must take responsibility, and thus do something about. But 
Hopkins (2008a) does, in passing, offer another antagonist in The Transition 
Handbook. He says that there ‘are two Transitions at work in the world: that which is 
the subject of this book, and another far larger, more powerful and better resourced 
one, which is rapidly dismantling what resilience remains, under the guise of 
economic globalisation and growth’ (2008a: 73).
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Though he does not expand on these themes in the original English version of the 
book, he wrote a four-page addendum to include in the Dutch version in the first 
chapter on peak oil and climate change. It is called ‘Economies in Transition: money 
needs growth and growth needs energy’, and draws on a number of recent 
challenges to the growth paradigm, including Jackson (2009) and Victor (2008). 
Within this, he highlights the ‘questionable’ assumptions that underlie the UK 
economy, and the link between economic growth and increased energy use. He 
hints at the lock-in that the current growth-based financial system has created: ‘If 
everyone is borrowing money and legally bound to repay with interest, then the 
economy must continue to grow overall to enable that repayment’ (Hopkins 2009b). 
However, he does not use this analysis to explain our addiction to oil, but instead 
argues that it is the use of fossil fuels that has changed the nature of our economies.
It is the inevitability of the end of the era of cheap oil that is of greatest concern in 
Transition Network diagnostic framing. Despite its very visible twinning, possibly for 
strategic reasons, with climate change. Transition Network presentations and 
materials tend to focus more on peak oil than climate change. This can be partly 
explained by the fact that when the Transition Network began, climate change had 
much more traction as an issue in the public domain, and there was political 
consensus among all the main UK political parties that action was needed in 
response to climate change. Certainly this was the view of the Transition Network: 
Transition initiatives Primer states that climate change is ‘well documented and very 
visible in the media’ (Brangwyn and Hopkins 2008: 3). In contrast, peak oil was not 
on the public, let alone political, agenda, and tended to be highly contested. Thus 
the Network may have considered that awareness-raising about peak oil was more 
necessary, despite the fact that this aspect probably had less cultural and political 
resonance when the movement started out.
But it is clear from Rob Hopkins own ‘story’ of how he became involved in ‘this work’ 
that for him the defining moment was when he came across the theory of peak oil 
(Hopkins 2008b). The fact that his social research Master’s dissertation on energy 
descent planning (Hopkins 2006a) focuses on peak oil alone suggests he was more 
concerned by peak oil than climate change. Indeed he states that his discovery of 
peak oil had been ‘profoundly illuminating in terms of how I see the world and the 
way it works’ (Hopkins, 2008a: 18). Prior to this, he suggests, he thought what was 
necessary for ‘sustainability’ was to ‘tinker’ with what went into and out of the current 
‘economic growth model’ (Hopkins 2009a).
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However, besides being perceived as ‘incredibly important’ (Hopkins 2008a: 18) by 
Transition’s ‘idea specialist’ (Oliver & Johnston 2000), the focus on peak oil is also 
consistent with a diagnostic framing that pinpoints our addiction to oil as the 
underlying problem. Moreover, it has helped to distinguish Transition Initiatives from 
other low carbon community groups that were already appearing in the UK in the 
mid-2000s, but which tended to cite climate change alone as their reason for existing. 
Establishing such a difference seems to have been a concern of early funders of the 
Transition Network, and it therefore strategically serves to position the movement, as 
well as shape perceptions of Transition’s emerging identity and movement strategies.
In summary, then, the Transition Network has identified peak oil and climate change 
as the key threats the movement was formed to address. These threats are seen as 
the consequences of our addiction to the oil on which our growth-based economies 
rely, and it is argued that this situation is sustained by the stories we tell ourselves. 
But the diagnostic framing goes on to suggest that peak oil cannot be avoided -  
indeed may already have happened -  and thus ‘life with dramatically lower 
consumption is inevitable’ (Hopkins 2008a: 134). The argument for this is that 
renewable resources will be unable to provide the amount of energy that the use of 
oil (and fossil fuels) has enabled. If we respond appropriately to this inevitability, the 
argument goes, ‘we may be able to prevent the worst excesses of climate change’ 
(Hopkins: 2008a: 98).
Prognostic Framing
Transition Network prognostic framing suggests that the solution to the end of cheap 
oil and its ultimate depletion is to accept that there will be less energy available to 
consume in the future and turn this into an opportunity to ‘make the world a far better 
place’ (Hopkins 2008a: 98). This, the framing argues, requires proactive and creative 
planning in order to achieve the positive ‘powered-down’ visions that the Transition 
Network suggests are possible, in place of the chaos that might otherwise ensue.
This involves both the construction of novel narratives of optimism and collective 
action to create the desired futures, with the former providing the inspiration for the 
latter: ... the Transition movement is an attempt to design abundant pathways down 
from the oil peak, to generate new stories about what might be waiting at the end of
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our descent, and to put resilience-building back at the heart of any plans we make for 
the future’ (Hopkins 2008a: 15).
This prognostic framing is illustrated in a slide from the standard Transition slideshow 
presentation (Transition Network 2010a). It is a simplistic version of more 
sophisticated analysis in The Transition Handbook (Hopkins 2008a: 46-48) and The 
Transition Timeline (Chamberlin 2009: 24-36) that draws on a number of sources. It 
depicts four scenarios for a post-oil future: Techno Fantasy where levels of energy 
and resource use (and population and pollution) continue to increase because of 
technological innovation; Green-Tech Stability where renewable energy and ‘small 
changes’ to the energy system allow us to continue to live and use energy at similar 
levels to the present; Earth Stewardship where levels of energy and resource use 
[and pollution and -  most controversially -  population, though this is actually not a 
feature of Transition Network framing^(2010b)] have all reduced to much lower levels 
through a ‘creative descent’; and lastly Mad Max where society has collapsed, 
population has plummeted (presumably as a result of war and disease etc), and so 
has energy and resource use.
Figure 4.2: Network slide of range of portrayed future scenarios (Transition Network 2010a)
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Indeed, in a later version of this standard presentation (Transition Network 2010b), interestingly re­
named ‘what are our stories for the future’, the word ‘population’ has disappeared from the slide. The 
accompanying script for this slide is also less strongly worded.
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This is the core of the prognostic framing and is key to understanding the cultural 
politics inherent in the Transition movement. Techno Fantasy (the name alone 
serves to discredit it) and Green-Tech Stability are dismissed as ‘non-credible’, whilst 
it is assumed that the Mad Max scenario is not one anyone would want. This leaves 
only one feasible and desirable alternative, the positively entitled ‘creative descent’ 
for ‘earth stewardship’ which the notes suggest would result from ‘sane acceptance’ 
of reality. Though it is suggested that Transition assessments of the potential 
pathways identified are evidence-based, a glance at the 2009 UK Transition Plan 
which the Labour government (Great Britain 2009) of the time put together [and 
Hopkins critiqued (Hopkins 2009c)] suggest that what evidence is included and what 
conclusions are then reached are highly contested and value-imbued.
Transition Network prognostic framing therefore defines a particular meaning for the 
word ‘transition’ that reflects particular values -  a transition to a post-oil world 
underpinned by values of ‘earth stewardship’ -  and identifies what such a pathway of 
‘creative energy descent’ would involve: ‘relocalisation’'\  the building of ‘resilience’^ 
and planning for ‘energy descent’. Relocalisation is seen as essential to building 
resilience'" to the potential consequences of peak oil. Consistent with this 
relocalisation agenda, one of the other aspects of the prognostic framing is the focus 
on community-level action: ‘One of the reasons behind what we might call the ‘light- 
bulb syndrome’ is that people are often only able to conceive two scales of response; 
individuals doing things in their own homes, or government acting on a national 
scale. The Transition model explores the ground between these two: what could be 
achieved at a community level’ (Hopkins 2008a: 142). Whilst the Transition Network 
has reiterated that action at other ‘scales’ [regional, national and international] (e.g. 
Hopkins 2008a, Hopkins & Lipman 2009) is also required, the ‘purpose of Transition’ 
is ‘to support community-led responses to peak oil and climate change, building 
resilience and happiness’ (Hopkins & Lipman 2009: 7).
The key strategy the original Transition Network prognostic framing outlined to 
achieve movement goals is the generation of local Energy Descent Action Plans 
(EDAPs) that not only map out what needs to happen in order to relocalise and build 
resilience (to peak oil and its effects), but describe what this preferable future of 
powered-down ‘earth stewardship’ might look like. EDAPs involve collectively 
developing visions of this desirable future for various areas of ‘concern’ (Chamberlin 
2009), such as food, transport and energy, ideally informed by ecological systems- 
based permaculture'"' thinking. Such visions, Hopkins argues, help to draw people in
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and enthuse them to take action to achieve them (Hopkins 2008a, 2008c, 2009a).
Not surprising therefore that the use of ‘positive visioning’ through the creation of 
‘new stories and myths’ forms the first ‘principle’ of Transition (Hopkins & Lipman 
2009: 7). It is a strategic manifestation of the core proposition that a future without oil 
could be preferable. ‘Back-casting’ is then used to clarify the steps needed to 
achieve the vision. This helps in identifying a viable ‘pathway’ for the transition ‘from 
oil dependency to local resilience’, as the sub-title of The Transition Handbook 
(Hopkins 2008a) states.
As highlighted earlier, another element of Transition Network prognostic framing is 
the idea that to power-down effectively, both an ‘Inner’ and an ‘Outer’ Transition is 
required. Though neither term appears to be defined specifically anywhere, the idea 
of Outer Transition tends to refer to collective action such as the ‘practical 
manifestations’ Transition Initiatives develop or support. Inner Transition implies the 
psychological, emotional and/or spiritual work an individual may need to undertake in 
order to power-down successfully, individually and in collectivity. This is said to 
involve creatively using ‘psychological insights’ to help overcome the ‘denial that 
many people are caught in’ and to deal with the ‘fear and grief that may overwhelm 
them when they acknowledge ‘information about the state of the planet’ (Hopkins & 
Lipman 2009).
The particular approaches that Hopkins outlines in The Transition Handbook come 
from the addictions field, thus making a clear link between this aspect of the 
prognostic framing and the addiction element of the diagnostic framing'"". The 
original Transition Network framing drew on these insights in identifying how to go 
about mobilising community action in order to develop Energy Descent Plans. The 
suggested group-based approach (see Table 4.1 below) has similarities to the 
usually individual-focused ‘stages of change’ model (DiClemente 2006) which 
identifies the need for awareness of the need for change as an initial step in a 
circular process that involves ‘contemplation’, ‘preparation’, ‘action’ and 
‘maintenance’ [as well as risks of ‘relapse’] (Hopkins 2008a: 85). This approach was 
called the ‘12 Steps’, in conscious imitation of the approaches of many addiction self- 
help groups (Transition Network 2010c). Each step was numbered and named, and 
then explained within The Transition Handbook.
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Table 4.1: The *12 Steps' framing of the Transition approach (Hopkins 2008a: 148-175)__________
The 12 Steps
1. Set up a steering group and design its demise from the outset (gather ‘like- 
minded’ people together to start it off)
2. Raise awareness (e.g. show films on peak oil)
3. Lay the foundations (network with other environmental and community 
groups)
4. Organise a great unleashing (i.e. a public launch of the Initiative)
5. Form groups (e.g. a Food group)
6. Use Open Space (an approach to running public events)
7. Develop visible practical manifestations of the project (i.e. physical 
‘uncontroversial and photogenic’ examples that illustrate what the Transition 
Initiative is about)
8. Facilitate the Great Reskilling (i.e. run training courses and events that allow 
people to learn skills that are seen as necessary for a relocalised, resilient 
lifestyle)
9. Build a bridge to local government
10. Honour the elders (i.e. learn from, and value, how people lived 50 years ago 
through collecting oral histories)
11. Let it go where it wants to go (i.e. be open to how it develops)
12. Create an Energy Descent Action Plan
However, as Hopkins (2008a) made clear in The Transition Handbook these ‘steps’ 
were not meant to be interpreted as discrete, sequential or complete. Indeed, he 
acknowledged that the writing of the EDAP was just the beginning of the process of 
Transition as defined by the Network, and that the further development of the 
approach was dependent on lessons from Transition Initiative experiences: ‘These 
steps don’t necessarily follow each other logically in the order they are set out here; 
every Transition initiative weaves a different way through the Steps... These Steps 
are still evolving, in part shaped by your experience of using them. There may end 
up being as few as six or more than fifty’ (2008a: 148).
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Two years later, Rob Hopkins began revealing at the Transition Network's 2010 
annual conference how he was beginning to reframe the approach in light of Network 
assessments of Transition Initiative experience to-date. Instead of The 12 Steps, he 
called it The Pattern Language’, adopting the title of a 1970s architecture design 
book by Christopher Alexander and colleagues (Alexander et al 1977). Hopkins 
explained that the reasons for thinking that the concept of ‘steps’ had outlived its 
usefulness were that (a) early on. Network colleagues from Transition Training had 
pointed out that some of the steps were not steps at all, but tools (e.g. use of Open 
Space Technology), and had adopted the phrase ‘ingredients’ instead; (b) that some 
grassroots activists appeared to have sometimes interpreted the steps as 
‘commandments’; and (c) Transition Town Totnes had written its Energy Descent 
Action Plan and thus, he quipped, one might be forgiven for assuming that this meant 
they could now all pack up and go home (Transition Network 2010c).
The choice of the term ‘pattern’ instead of step was explained on the Transition 
Network website in 2010^ using a quote from Jeff McManus to help explain what a 
‘pattern’ is: ‘Patterns can best be understood as proven solutions to common 
problems... Not identical solutions by any means, everyone’s situation is different, but 
solutions that have enough in common that you start to see, well, patterns...’ At the 
2010 conference, Hopkins elucidated six such patterns in the experiences of 
Transition initiatives so far: (1) What we start with; (2) Getting started; (3) 
Ongoing/deepening; (4) Patterns for outreach; (5) Implementing Transition 
infrastructure; (6) Scaling up beyond the community. Under each of these he 
identified a range of ‘ingredients’, each with a particular ‘challenge’ (initially called 
‘problem’) and related ‘solution’, which he then linked to other ingredients and 
patterns (Transition Network 2010d).
However, the purpose of revealing these first drafts at the conference was to start 
garnering comments for improvement in order to make it a more ‘collaborative’ re­
framing (Hopkins 2011a: 15): ‘Rob is re-inventing the Transition Handbook as a 
Pattern Language, and is calling for all interested transitioners to take part,’ 
announced the Transition Network website in mid-2010 (Transition Network 201 Oe). 
Hopkins then posted drafts of each of the sections on his website. Transition Culture, 
asking for feedback. By the time The Transition Companion: making your community 
more resilient was published in late 2011 under the Transition Books imprint of Green
This reference no longer appears to be on the Transition Network website (19 April 2013), although 
many o f the discussions posted by Hopkins on Transition Culture are still available.
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Books, the idea of ‘pattern language’ had been abandoned but the term ‘ingredients’ 
retained, with some previous ingredients now re-labeled ‘tools’ (following the format 
of The Transition Handbook), although the division between the two is not always 
clear. These ingredients and tools were now grouped in five sections.
Hopkins (2011a: 16) notes in the introduction that ‘people found [ingredients] much 
more engaging’ as a term. But the format of each ingredient had also changed.
Each now started with a question, rather than a challenge or problem, followed by 
two or three pages which in essence provide an answer (though the term ‘solution’ is 
no longer used), together with a few examples from Transition Initiative experience, 
with a one or two sentence summary of the ingredient to end. He has referred to this 
reframed approach as ‘Transition as cooking’ (2011b). Table 4.2 lists the five 
sections it involves, as presented in The Transition Companion (Hopkins 2011 a), 
together with the ‘ingredients’ and ‘tools’ each are seen as entailing.
Table 4.2: Framing the Transition approach as cooking (from Hopkins 2011a)
Sections Ingredients Tools
Starting out coming together as groups, inclusion 
and diversity, respectful communication, 
forming an initiating group, 
understanding scale, measurement, 
visioning, arts and creativity, awareness 
raising, forming working groups, 
building partnerships, the evolving 
structure, back-casting, creating a 
space for inner Transition
permaculture design, standing up 
to speak. Transition training, 
running effective meetings, 
forming a legal entity, 
communicating with the media
Deepening ‘Transition Towers’, practical 
manifestations. The ‘Great Reskilling’, 
how we communicate, celebrating, 
celebrate failure, ‘how are we doing?’, 
local food initiatives, momentum, 
ensuring land access, personal 
resilience, education for Transition
volunteers & volunteering, 
financing your Transition Initiative, 
supporting each other, 
unleashings, healthy conflict
Connecting forming networks of Transition 
Initiatives, involving the council, oral 
histories, engaging young people, the 
role of storytelling, pausing for reflection
street-by-street behaviour change, 
becoming the media, energy 
resilience assessment, community 
brainstorming tools, meaningful 
maps, speaking up for Transition
Building energy descent action plans, social 
enterprise and entrepreneurship, 
scaling up, strategic local infrastructure, 
appropriate technologies, community 
ownership of assets, strategic thinking
community renewable energy 
companies, tools for plugging the 
leaks, community-supported 
farms/bakeries and breweries, 
peak oil resolutions
Daring to dream policies for Transition, a learning 
network, investing in Transition
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This new framing of the movement approach appears to be largely a shift in analogy 
and presentation to better reflect the evolving complexity and interlinked nature of 
Transition Initiative experience. Hopkins (2011a: 13-14) describes it as ‘a move 
away from The 12 Steps of Transition’ that has underpinned the work of Transition 
Initiatives up to this point, towards a more holistic, more appropriate model’. The 
meaning of Transition is made yet more explicit: ‘It imagines the work involved in 
transforming the place you live from its current highly vulnerable, non-resilient, oil- 
dependent state to a resilient, more localized, diverse and nourishing place, as a 
journey’ (Hopkins 2011a: 14). Energy descent action planning based on a scenario 
of earth stewardship is still central to the prognostic framing: Chapter 3 (Hopkins 
2011a: 40-43) is devoted to this. He characterises this interpretation of what 
Transition means as ‘designing for a very different economic model... based on 
resilience and localisation’ as opposed to the ‘more business-as-usual sustainability’ 
of techno-stability ‘which attempts to reduce the carbon emissions of our current 
model’ (Hopkins 2011 a: 41 ).
Apart from a greater focus on internal dynamics and structure to ensure the formation 
of an effective Transition organisation at local level, there is one aspect of the 
prognostic re-framing which is substantively different from The Transition Handbook. 
This is the section entitled ‘Building’. It is not a re-framing of strategy, but a practical 
elaboration of both the idea that Transition Initiatives should act as a ‘catalyst’ for 
localisation as expounded in The Transition Handbook, and the concept of ‘parallel 
public infrastructure’ which, whilst not mentioned in The Transition Handbook, did 
appear early on in Hopkins’ writing about community-based approaches to peak oil 
(Hopkins 2006a).
‘Parallel public infrastructure’ is a concept he borrowed from a Post-Carbon Institute 
Handbook (Darley et al 2006) which ‘implies that the role of an energy descent 
process might be to create a new infrastructure, i.e. energy, food, economy and so 
on, in such a way as to not interfere with existing infrastructure’ (Hopkins 2006a: 43). 
However, as the following extracts from a speech Ben Brangwyn made at the 2010 
London Climate march (Brangwyn 2010) illustrates, not only is the Network beginning 
to identify the building of such infrastructure as the key Transition strategy, they are 
acknowledging that if successful this would have an impact on existing infrastructure. 
In this speech, Brangwyn identified three types of ‘direct action’ that can be adopted 
when ‘a supermarket is threatening to come in’: (a) lobbying local politicians; (b) 
standing in front of the machines as they start breaking the ground; or (c) ‘you can
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build a local food system that renders that supermarket superfluous to requirements; 
and that’s very much the Transition approach.’
However, Hopkins suggests that there may be ‘a case’ for engaging with existing 
businesses that are committed to the ‘undoubtedly attractive’ techno-stability 
scenario: ‘For example, if an existing food retail chain were to decide that to lower its 
carbon footprint it could undertake to create a number of new market gardens around 
a city, and to plant new orchards, that infrastructure will be useful in the future 
regardless.’ (Hopkins 2011a: 41). This is perhaps why there is also no ‘ingredient’ 
called ‘parallel public infrastructure’ within The Transition Companion, but there is 
one on ‘strategic local infrastructure’ within the section entitled ‘Building’ that serves 
to elaborate the framing of this evolving aspect of Transition strategy.
Transition groups aim ultimately to catalyse the localisation o f their local 
economy. They strive to move from running small community projects to 
thinking and acting much bigger. New skills and ways of thinking will lead 
Transition initiatives to become social enterprises, such as becoming 
developers, banks, energy companies, and so on. This approach often 
challenges those traditionally involved in community environmental issues, 
but is vital for big results. The ingredients in this section explore aspects of 
this step up. (Hopkins 2011a: 234 -  Introduction to ‘Building’ section)
In summary, then, the Network’s developing prognostic frame suggests that the goal 
of the Transition movement is to facilitate the development of local economies and 
related infrastructure that facilitate community-level energy descent in order to create 
what they hope will be a happier (and since 2011) more equal world that is resilient to 
the inevitability of peak oil, (mitigating climate change in the process). As experience 
has accumulated, the approach advocated has shifted from a linear model for 
collective community-based action that uses the addiction treatment metaphor of 12 
Steps to a more organic version informed by a discourse of ingredients and tools.
The elaboration of strategy that this represents serves to create an identity for the 
movement which reflects the values implicit in the framing.
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Motivational Framing
The concept of motivational framing focuses attention on how a frame is expressed, 
rather than the content of the framing, though Hopkins has argued that he sees the 
concept of peak oil as a key ‘motivator’. Benford (1993) identified four types of 
vocabulary that social movement organisations may employ to attempt to mobilise 
people to join in the collective action they prescribe: ‘severity’ (that the current 
situation is serious), ‘urgency’ (that action must be taken immediately), ‘efficacy’ (that 
by acting a difference can be made) and ‘propriety’ (that we are duty-bound to act).
These aspects are particularly well illustrated in Hopkins (2008a: 134) phrasing of the 
‘four key assumptions’ that he identifies as underlying the Transition concept in The 
Transition Handbook:
1. That life with dramatically lower energy consumption is inevitable (severity), 
and that it’s better to plan for it than to be taken by surprise (propriety and 
efficacy).
2. That our settlements and communities presently lack the resilience to enable 
them to weather the severe energy shocks that will accompany peak oil 
(severity).
3. That we have to act collectively (propriety), and we have to act now 
(urgency).
4. That by unleashing the collective genius of those around us to creatively and 
proactively design our energy descent, we can build ways of living that are 
more connected, more enriching and that recognise the biological limits o f our 
planet (efficacy).
However, there is another form of motivational framing evident here and throughout 
Transition Network materials that is not identified by Benford and Snow’s (2000) 
review of the literature: that of desirability (the desirability of not only movement 
advocated outcomes [as in 4. above] but the process, and thus the desirability of 
being involved). Indeed Hopkins adapted a quotation from the permaculturalist,
David Holmgren to claim that: ‘Transition Initiatives are ‘the wholehearted and 
positive acceptance of energy descent, as not only inevitable but as a desired reality” 
(2008:136). This new or previously unrecognised form of motivational movement 
discourse is well-illustrated in how Hopkins frames the Transition movement, as the 
excerpt from his TED talk below shows.
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It’s viral: it spreads under the radar very fast. It’s open source: it’s something 
that everyone whose involved in develops and passes on as they work with it. 
It’s self-organising: there’s no great central organisation that pushes this; 
people pick up an idea, and they run with it and implement it where they are. 
It’s solutions-focused: it’s very much looking at what people can do, where 
they are, to respond to this. It’s sensitive to place and to scale: Transition 
looks completely different -  Transition groups in Chile, Transition groups in 
the US, Transition groups here -  what they’re doing looks very different in 
every place that you go to. It learns very much from its mistakes. And it feels 
historic: it tries to create a sense that this is a historic opportunity to try and 
do something really extraordinary. And it’s a process that is really joyful: 
people really have a huge amount o f fun doing this, reconnecting with other 
people as they do it. (Hopkins 2009a)
This kind of visceral motivational vocabulary, used by the Network to encourage 
participation, frames the movement as exciting and fun. Language such as ‘the 
Great Reskilling’ or the ‘Great Unleashing’ is employed to portray the framing of the 
movement as momentous. Indeed, the use of the term ‘movement’ within Network 
framing, as exemplified on the cover of The Transition Handbook, could be 
perceived as a strategic part of the motivational framing of desirability by suggesting 
that many others have already joined in (though Brangwyn has claimed that 
‘movement’ is not a term he himself uses). Perhaps most important is that this 
language portrays the values inherent in the Network diagnostic and prognostic 
framing that are central to creating a collective identity for the movement and 
launching it (willingly or unwillingly) into the field of cultural politics, for these are 
values that are not necessarily shared by everyone.
The interlinked values portrayed through Transition’s desirability motivational 
framing, that also implicitly underpins the desired future of ‘earth stewardship’ 
promoted through the movement, can be categorised as:
• place-based communities as a site for decision-making, social engagement 
and action, as well as livelihoods and everyday living: collectivity;
• inclusion, diversity, openness, trust, and respect for others and their 
perspectives: inclusivity and more recently equality;
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• self-determination at a human scale® but within the context of connection to, 
and sharing with, other people and nature: autonomy and collaboration;
• do-it-yourself within the household and local community: communal self­
provisioning;
• design, innovation and path-finding: practical creativity;
• personal growth and knowledge: learning;
• being positive: optimism;
• celebration, gatherings and fun: enjoyment.
Whilst these values do not map neatly onto specific clusters of cultural and social 
values associated with the New Ecological Paradigm (Dunlap et al 2000, Shultz & 
Zelezny 1999), they do echo many of the values and beliefs that Cotgrove and Duff 
(1980) identified for the Alternative Environmental Paradigm. In particular. Network 
framing expresses the desire for small-scale, communal and de-centralised social 
organisation and collective provisioning within a non-materialistic framework of 
natural limits that is also highlighted, and the values identified above reflect this.
These Transition values tend not to be explicitly named within any Transition Network 
materials, but suggested through the approach promoted and the language used in 
doing so. Given that Lipman (2011) approvingly cited a report called Common 
Cause (Crompton 2010) by a number of environmental NGOs that promotes the 
explicit use of values in civil society work, it is perhaps surprising that the Network 
has not more explicitly identified its values. However in a brief section on Transition 
as... a cultural shift’ in The Transition Companion, Hopkins (2011a: 75) draws on a 
conversation with Compton who authored Common Cause to claim that Transition 
works because it cultivates intrinsic values: feeling connected to other people, 
working together, making positive change happen around where we live, and so on, 
rather than appealing to extrinsic values’. Extrinsic values, Hopkins (2011a: 75) 
suggested, related to ‘envy of ‘higher’ social strata, admiration of material wealth, or 
power’.
However, the Network would probably argue that the movement’s values are 
delineated in their statement of ‘principles that underpin the Transition approach’ 
(Hopkins 2011a: 77) that the Network has been developing. Some of the values
 ^The chapter in The Transition Handbook (Hopkins 2008a) called ‘Small is inevitable’ adds to 
Schumacher ‘s (1973) economics argument that ‘small is beautiful’ by suggesting that we have no 
choice but to value smallness.
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identified above do make an appearance particularly in later iterations of the 
principles. This is exemplified in Table 4.3 below which compares between two 
versions of the principles, the first from The Transition Handbook (Hopkins 2008a), 
and the second from a document on the role of the Network (Hopkins & Lipman
2009). It shows how the values become more visibly incorporated as the principles 
evolve (see bolded words). Yet I would argue that the principles, particularly in their 
original format, reveal more about some of the underlying theories of change that 
inform the Transition approach, such as systems thinking from which the idea of 
resilience comes. What this suggests is that whilst Transition values are ‘intrinsic’, 
they may still play a strategic, even instrumental role.
Table 4.3: Comparison between Transition principles from publications in 2008 and 2009
The Transition Handbook (Hopkins 2008a) Who we are (Hopkins & Lipman 2009)
1. Visioning <— ►1. Positive Visioning
2. Inclusion
\ ,
2. Help People Access Good Information 
^ n d  Trust Them to Make Good Decisions
3. Awareness-raising V 3. Inclusion and Openness
4. Resilience Enable Sharing and Networking
5. Psychological Insights Build Resilience
6. Credible and Appropriate Solutions N ^6. Inner and Outer Transition
^7. Subsidiarity: Self-organisation and
Decision Making at the Appropriate Level
The strategic role of some of the values is made particularly clear in Hopkins’ 
description of why ‘inclusion’ is included in The Transition Handbook (2008a: 141): 
‘This is seen as one of the key principles simply because without it we have no 
chance of success’ (i.e. it is as much about efficacy as about desirability). Portrayed 
as a ‘defining feature’ (Hopkins 2011a: 94), the Network’s emphasis on the centrality 
of ‘values of inclusion’ (Hopkins 2011a: 97) can therefore be explained because 
inclusion is seen as both instrumental to the success of Transition strategy -  
everyone has to get involved for the desired transition to occur -  and as core to a 
movement identity that moves it beyond conventional partisan politics. Incorporating 
inclusion as a value also has strategic consequences, serving to banish confrontation 
and opposition as explicit movement strategies: ‘It stresses that in the challenge of 
energy descent, there is no room for ‘them and us’ thinking.’ (Hopkins 2011 a: 78).
Being inclusive, the framing of the inclusion ‘principle’ suggests, means engaging not 
only other community groups, but local authorities and businesses (Hopkins 2011a:
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78). It also means, in its framing as an ‘ingredient’, being open to and welcoming of 
‘a diversity of perspectives, skills, stories and experiences’ (Hopkins 2011a: 97), 
including with regards political leanings the Network has sometimes implied. Catrina 
Pickering, who was employed as a ‘Diversity Officer’ for the Transition Network, 
defined ‘diversity in its widest sense, including ethnicity, disability, age, class, gender 
and sexual and religious orientation, and in a spirit that includes all national origins 
and a mix of combination of identities (everyone has that), as well as professional 
and non-professional status’ (in Hopkins 2011a: 96). Within The Transition 
Companion, Hopkins identifies ‘two forms of diversity. One concerns a level playing 
field of fairness and equal rights (e.g. access to housing, employment and health), 
and the other concerns what happens on that ‘playing field’ -  a celebration of identity, 
distinct voices and cultural expression.’ (Hopkins 2011a: 94).
If the use of a motivational vocabulary of ‘desirability’ is new, what was the impetus 
for the Transition Network to create such a form? One possibility is that it was 
informed by Hopkins’ own experiences of being involved in anti-nuclear and road- 
building protests in the 1980s and 1990s respectively:
...the danger with campaigning against stuff, always campaigning against 
stuff, is that you come up against, all the time, the sort o f institutional refusal 
to shift. And as an activist, it’s exhausting and so many people get really 
burnt out by doing that kind of work. Whereas I find doing the Transition Town 
approach is... working towards making the same kind of change, but it’s so 
nourishing and doing it, it really feeds you, and you get so much from seeing 
the enthusiasm that it generates, because it avoids that them and us 
dynamic, and it comes in underneath the radar...and this process has that 
kind of playful nature and it can put on different hats for who it’s meeting: it 
can put on a suit and tie and go along to the council and it can put on its 
wellies and go and talk to farmers and it can go into schools... You know it 
really has to have that that ability to draw people in, and I think you can do 
that so much more effectively by being for something rather than being 
against something. (Hopkins in E.ON 2007).
It is therefore not surprising that another technique the Transition Network employs in 
relation to motivational framing is ‘to paint a compelling and engaging vision of a 
post-carbon world in such a way as to enthuse others to embark on a journey 
towards it’ (Hopkins 2008a: 95). In The Transition Handbook this is done quite
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subtly. In the introduction, Hopkins states: I am not afraid of a world with less 
consumerism, less ‘stuff and no economic growth’ (2008a: 15). He is a little more 
explicit about what this might involve, however, in ‘some closing thoughts’ at the end 
of The Transition Handbook: ‘I believe that a lower-energy, more localised future, in 
which we move from being consumers to being producer/consumers, where food, 
energy and other essentials are locally produced, local economies are strengthened 
and we have learned to live more within our means is a step towards something 
extraordinary, not a step away from something inherently irreplaceable’. The 
prognostic framing suggests that energy descent pathways will differ according to the 
circumstances and ‘collective genius’ unique to each place, therefore the specific 
details are left vague.
However, The Transition Companion provides a more comprehensive written 
description of the future that the Network frames as desirable in a chapter entitled: ‘A 
taste of a powered-down future’ (2011a: 54-69). Here Hopkins provides positive 
Transition scenarios for 2030 in the ‘three areas that would most logically and easily 
lend themselves to localisation... food, energy and construction’ (2011: 54), as well 
as brief analysis of how much localisation is possible in each of the areas. Moreover, 
the Network produced a book called The Transition Timeline (Chamberlin 2008) 
which was devoted to presenting a number of relatively detailed thematic visions of 
what a desirable Transition future might look like for the UK.
Another aspect of the positive visioning of the future is a negative re-visioning of the 
present. In The Transition Handbook Hopkins gives some figures from the New 
Economics Foundation that paints a negative picture of current well-being in the UK. 
This form of motivational framing is further illustrated in the pictorial version of the 
Hubbard peak that the Transition Network has often used to talk about peak oil, 
where it is turned upside and portrayed as a deep oily lake through which we are 
swimming (and almost drown) to get to a pretty, natural scene on the other side. As 
this illustrates. Transition motivational framing is by no means confined to the written 
word. Other less verbal motivational means include the wiki maps the original 
Transition Network website displayed, where every enquiry about Transition was 
flagged (at least at the beginning). The current Transition Network website still 
retains a map of Initiatives that starts with a depiction of the world and the number of 
Initiatives in various regions (Transition Network 2012b). Such maps help to convey 
the idea of an apparently contagious and vibrant movement that is spreading fast.
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But it is Hopkins’ (2008a) drawing for the cover of The Transition Handbook (see 
Figure 4.1 below) that perhaps best portrays the nature of ‘the abundance’ that the 
Transition Network envisions, and in so doing provides a framing of the potential 
future which seeks to motivate people to get involved. It depicts a row of houses with 
a farmers market beside them, solar panels on the roofs, food growing in the front 
gardens, wind turbines on the periphery, a person on a bicycle in the distance and 
kites in the sky. This is contrasted to a less well-defined reflection of the same street, 
with a supermarket in place of the market, cars in place of the food-growing gardens, 
a chimney stack with smoke and electricity pylon in place of the wind turbines, and 
an aeroplane overhead. This presumably is a representation of the here and now, 
but with its upside-down position perhaps implying that we currently live in a topsy­
turvy world: a negative to the positive motivational framing of the future.
Figure 4.3: Front cover of The Transition Handbook (Hopkins 2008a)
'ÀÜJ2
T H E  T R A N SIT IO N  
H ANDBO O K
From  o il dependency to  local resilience
!D ,
R ob H o p k in s
Founder o f  the Transition m ovem en t
A last aspect of the The Transition Handbook (Hopkins 2008a) which might be 
conceived as part of the Transition movement’s ‘motivational framing’ [which also 
appears in the Transition Initiatives Primer [Brangwyn & Hopkins 2008]) is a section 
called ‘The Seven ‘Buts” at the beginning of the chapter on ‘How to start a Transition 
Initiative’ (2008: 146-148). This explores a number of reasons why a potential
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activist might hesitate to get involved, such as ‘we’ve got no funding’ and ‘no one in 
this town cares about the environment anyway’. The section then sets out to refute 
them, starting with phrases like: ‘this really is not an issue’, ‘on the contrary’ and ‘one 
could easily be forgiven for thinking this’. There is some use of forms of vocabulary 
that suggest propriety (‘If you don’t do this, who else will?’) and efficacy (‘There is 
something about seizing that boldness... that generates the energy to keep it 
moving’). But the main aim of this section is to anticipate and thus forestall potential 
objections to getting involved, and thus counter any de-motivational elements.
Interestingly, The Transition Companion (Hopkins 2011a) has turned this argument 
around, perhaps to reflect the Network’s valuing of the positive, and in Chapter 2, 
called ‘Why Transition initiatives do what they do’, Hopkins outlines nine reasons 
‘why people get involved in their local Transition initiatives’. These range from 
‘because it feels way more fun than not doing it’ to ‘because of wanting a fairer world’ 
and ‘because it gives me hope’ (Hopkins 2011a: 27-37).
The main point of this analysis is that the language used in Transition Network 
framing, together with other framing devices (such as pictures and maps), are aimed 
at empowering people to take action. The framing attempts to do this, not by making 
them angry about the current situation (although brief negative framing of the present 
is sometimes included), but through instilling the idea -  and thus hope (what Hopkins 
calls ‘engaged optimism’ [201 la : 291]) -  that this is an opportunity to become 
involved in something exciting, communal and ‘extraordinary’. The motivational 
framing therefore draws not only on the classic language forms of severity, urgency, 
efficacy and propriety, but on the visceral vocabulary associated with desirability that 
helps to convey the values of the movement within the diagnostic and prognostic 
framing. The seemingly unique underlying message conveyed is one of don’t miss 
out on being part of this momentous movement: ‘I think it is one of the most important 
social experiments happening anywhere in the world at the moment. I hope that by 
the end of this book you will agree, that if you aren’t involved you will want to get 
involved, and if you are already involved, it will affirm, inspire and deepen what you 
are doing and give you a new way of looking at it.’ (Hopkins 2011a: 13)
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Conclusion
Various scales of initiatives emerge organically like spores in a petri dish.... 
Then network together in ways that feel most useful... Transition Network 
Ltd^, in this context, becomes the white encircling ring  (emphasis in 
original) surrounding the individual initiatives. It functions, in some ways, like 
a cell membrane, enshrining the Purpose and Principles common to the wider 
Transition Movement... In biology, a cell membrane is created by the nucleus 
and the other contents o f the cell, but it also defines the identity o f the whole 
and grows with the cell. The role o f the Transition Network Ltd then becomes 
to continue this catalysing function, to continually review and, collaboratively, 
refine what Transition means (emphasis added), as well as enabling the 
maximum amount o f networking. (Hopkins & Lipman, 2009:13)
As suggested by social movement literature, framing of the issues the Transition 
movement is designed to address, how this should be done and how this differs from 
what has gone before, or what else is on offer, has been a key strategy in the 
Transition Network’s attempt to create a movement. Like in many movements, the 
framing involves diagnostic (what is the problem), prognostic (what are the solutions) 
and motivational (why get involved) elements. This has involved the use of particular 
language and symbols that are designed to encourage people to become involved. 
The Transition Network, Transition’s social movement organisation (in particular in 
the person of Rob Hopkins, the movement’s founder and ideas specialist), has been 
pivotal in developing and refining the frame through employing a number of 
communication tools, especially the production of books, films and blogs that outline 
the movement’s approach and the rationale for it.
What appears to be unusual about the Network’s motivational framing is that in 
addition to the usage of vocabulary of severity, urgency, efficacy and propriety that is 
identified in the social movement theory, it employs a vocabulary of desirability that 
has not previously been noted within related academic literature, and therefore may 
be unique to Transition. This vocabulary, and associated devices and images, aim to 
portray the attractiveness of both the future envisioned through the movement and 
the strategies proposed to get there, echoing the values inherent within the proposed 
process. These values -  collectivity, inclusivity, equality, autonomy, collaboration, 
communal self-provisioning, practical creativity, learning, optimism and enjoyment-  
echo some of those of the alternative environmental paradigm (Cotgrove and Duff
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1980) as identified over 30 years ago, but incorporate hedonistic claims that not only 
will the future sought by Transition be more desirable than the present, but being 
involved will be fun.
Network framing thus represents an important mobilising strategy in that its purpose 
is to motivate participation. But it also provides a template and rationale for 
movement action for change, explored in later chapters, through providing a 
definition of what a capitalised transition means strategically. Indeed, Hopkins 
(2011a: 72-76) includes a chapter called ‘Framing Transition’ in The Transition 
Companion in which he presents a number of Network- promoted interpretations of 
‘Transition’ that reflect the movement’s strategic orientations highlighted in this 
chapter: Transition ‘as an inner process’, ‘as leading by example’, ‘as rooted in place 
and circumstance’, ‘as a tool for turning problems into solutions’, ‘as a cultural shift’, 
‘as an economic process’ and ‘as storyteller’. But the overarching definition of the 
desired transition, as advocated through Network framing, is of a community-based 
approach (its action strategy) to creating a ‘powered-down’ and localised future of 
reduced energy demand, through the development of low carbon systems and 
lifestyles that are resilient to peak oil and which mitigate climate change (its generic 
change strategy).
These action and change strategies, implied through the framing and explored in 
greater detail in later chapters, are best understood not simply as a response to 
political opportunities, as suggested by some movement literature, but as an 
expression of movement values. As the next chapter will illustrate, this inevitably 
launches the Transition movement into the field of cultural politics where the meaning 
of Transition as both endpoint and process is contested, in particular its non- 
oppositional and apolitical stance, expressions of the Network’s valuing of inclusivity, 
one of the movement’s defining principles. But the value of inclusivity, together with 
other elements of Network framing, also creates strategic dilemmas for the 
movement, as the next chapter on the movement’s emerging collective identity will 
highlight.
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In The Transition Handbook, relocalisation is defined as: ‘The process by which a region, county, 
city or even neighbourhood frees itself from an overdependence on the global economy and invests its 
own resources to produce a significant portion o f the goods, services, food and energy it consumes 
from its local endowment o f financial, natural and human capital’ (Walker et al in Hopkins 2008a: 68). 
'' In The Transition Handbook, resilience is defined as ‘ ... the capacity o f a system to absorb 
disturbance and reorganise while undergoing change, so as to still retain essentially the same function, 
structure, identity and feedbacks’, (who in Hopkins 2008: 55).
^ Though Hopkins argues that resilience ‘goes far beyond the better-known concept o f sustainability’ 
(2008: 54), as Haxeltine and Seyfang (2009) note, resilience is defined by the Transition Network only 
in relation to the degree o f dependence a locality or business has on oil, as reflected in the examples o f 
resilience (often relocalisation) indicators suggested in The Transition Handbook (2008: 174-5). 
Transition Network framing therefore tends not to encompass the building o f resilience to the outcomes 
o f climate change, possibly because preparing for peak oil appropriately is seen as mitigating the worst 
climate change impacts. As a result. Transition Network prognostic framing does not promote 
strategies or tools for considering climate change adaptation.
In The Transition Handbook, Hopkins identifies permaculture (originally a form o f agricultural 
practice, but now o f holistic ecology-based design) as one o f the principle ‘philosophical... 
foundations o f the Transition concept’ (2008a: 136).
Only passing reference is made in The Transition Handbook (Hopkins 2008a) to the 
ecopsychologist, Joanna Macy (e.g. Macy &  Brown 1998), but her work is more evident in The 
Transition Primer (Brangwyn &  Hopkins 2008b).
^ It may appear odd that the Hopkins and Lipman (2009) use the term Ltd, given the implicit critique 
o f the current economic system within the framing. But 1 suspect this is not ironic, but literal, as many 
charities (and the Network is a registered charity) are also companies limited by guarantee in order to 
generate income from provision o f services, not simply fundraising. 1 suspect they use the term Ltd. 
both to denote that they mean this particular organisational identity (rather than the movement as a 
whole) and to signal the nature o f its legal status within the current legislative framework dictating 
organisational forms. They are not against the concept o f business per se, but the globalised profit- 
driven nature o f the current economic system.
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Chapter Five 
Creating Transitioners: 
Mobilisation and the dilemmas of Transition movement identity 
Introduction
Drawing on social movement studies, the last chapter suggested that framing is a 
core strategy adopted by the Transition movement to mobilise people in pursuit of 
movement goals. This chapter starts by exploring whether the framing put forward 
by the Transition Network has indeed been a significant factor in activist decisions to 
become involved, and if so which elements of the frame are seen as particularly 
attractive, based on the interviews I conducted. But it goes on to explore local-scale 
mobilisation strategies, and levels of participation within Initiatives from which the 
activists are drawn, to highlight that the provision of an attractive frame is not 
necessarily enough to motivate the ongoing active involvement of those to whom the 
framing appeals. The chapter argues that it is in developing a movement collective 
identity to which activists feel they belong, an imagined community (Anderson 1991) 
that engenders a sense of obligation, support, and distinction (Bourdieu 1984, Horton 
2003), which is essential in sustaining the high-cost activism required by the 
approach advocated by the Network. The creation of such an imagined community 
within the Transition movement is evident in the appearance of the appellation, 
Transitioner’. This supports cultural interpretations of social movement formation
This chapter thus suggests that the construction of a movement identity (shorthand 
for the movement’s collective identity) which provides the basis for this imagined 
community can be an important mobilising strategy, beyond the framing process from 
which it emerges. But Jasper (2004) suggests that such a strategy can create 
dilemmas for a movement: the development of a strong identity may help in 
sustaining activist commitment, but this may be at the cost of mobilising a broader 
audience. The chapter indicates that this dilemma is particularly acute for Transition: 
the inclusive imagined community strategically conjured up in Network framing, which 
has helped to mobilise activist involvement, also appears to be contradicted by the 
socio-demographic aspects of its emerging collective identity, based on a (UK) 
membership that is perceived to be largely white and middle-class. Thus there are 
signs that the Network is strategically attempting to reconstruct Transition’s collective 
identity, both through project work and framing processes, so as to better align it with 
Transition’s imagined community. However, questions remain as to whether it is
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possible to create both a strong identity to sustain high-cost activism, and to be 
inclusive.
But other strategy-related aspects of Transition’s emerging collective identity are also 
causing consternation, even contestation, among adherents and allies within and 
beyond the movement. In particular, there is evidence of the development of two 
forms of green collective identity, one of alternative green lifestyles and one of 
professional environmental expertise. Whilst not seen as polar opposites within 
Network framing, these two types of green collective identity are associated with 
different action strategies. Inner and Outer Transition respectively, and appear often 
to appeal to different people.
The ideal may therefore be to create a sense of belonging (Jasper 2004) based on 
shared purpose and strategy that aims to sustain activism through developing an 
imagined community which elides personal, social and collective identities. However, 
this chapter illustrates how the construction of movement identity is a dynamic 
strategic process (Melucci 1995), the outcome of which is unpredictable, even 
undesired, as well as fluid, multiple, inconsistent and contested (McDonald 2002, 
Jordan 2005). This supports Jasper’s (2004) contention that the construction of a 
movement identity, whilst being an important mobilising strategy, can pose strategic 
dilemmas for a movement.
Motivating participation
This section has two purposes: first to explore the role of Network framing in 
motivating the involvement of activists I interviewed, and second, to analyse degrees 
of mobilisation within the Initiatives from which they are drawn, and the local level 
mobilisation strategies they are adopting to encourage participation. The evidence 
suggests that it is personal affinity with the Transition approach, the community- 
based action strategies to the environmental problems identified in the framing, and 
the values inherent therein, which provide the rationale for initial activist engagement. 
But it is also clear that the community-based form of activism advocated in Network 
framing is high-cost in terms of the time and energy commitments required of 
activists. Not only is this a potential barrier to becoming actively engaged, but it has 
sometimes taken its toll on existing activist participation. Initiatives are therefore 
experimenting with a number of different local-level strategies, mainly around
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creating time-limited inputs, in order to encourage greater participation, but this also 
suggests that framing on its own, is not enough of a strategy to sustain participation.
Attracting activists
The focus of this sub-section is on the reasons given by the activists I interviewed for 
why they became actively involved in Transition, as this illustrates the role Network 
framing has had in motivating their participation, and thus the efficacy of this 
mobilising strategy. What is evident is that it is the framing of movement strategy as 
community-based activism, and its alignment with activist pre-existing values and 
beliefs, which has been the key component.
I think it [Transition] hit me at the right moment. I mean I feel passionate 
about these things. And I suddenly thought, there’s a group of people who 
feel the same kind of way as I do... but in the right way, in the positive way. I 
don’t want to campaign too much. And I liked the positive, let’s-do- 
something.... I was so depressed about what was going to happen, and I just 
thought, well, oh great, I can do something, I can actually make a difference... 
And it’s working with a group of people locally. It’s the local thing that is really 
very, very strong, it makes you feel really, it just makes you really part o f the 
community. And that’s great. (Olivia, Transition Initiative B)
... when I first heard of Transition, it was in 2008. I think it was an article on 
Positive News, and I just read the whole thing and I thought, wow, this is what 
we’ve been doing for years, us as a family, and feeling very isolated. ... And 
then all o f a sudden everything I felt and everything I saw, it was written in 
front of me: very down-to-earth, practical, simple, approachable. I mean, ‘ah 
yes, that’s it’ and I was like, ‘weah, yeah, we’re not alone and that’s it ’, and 
then I couldn’t help but embracing it totally. (Hannah, Transition Initiative T)
From the sample of activists I interviewed, it is clear that what inspired the vast 
majority to become involved was the prognostic and motivational framing offered by 
the Network. The diagnostic framing did not feature prominently probably because 
virtually all those I interviewed had been interested in the environment before getting 
involved in Transition, and therefore already believed climate change or peak oil -  or 
both -  were serious issues that required action. What motivated them to become 
involved, therefore, was the values-informed group-based community approach to
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transitioning to a desirable sustainable future, as laid out through Network framing. 
This is exemplified not only in the quotations above, but in those below:
What really drew me to Transition was how it’s community-focused... just 
getting people to know each other really speaks to me in terms of my own 
values. So I think that’s why I got involved in it straight away. (Sharon, 
Transition Initiative N)
...what I really liked about it was that idea that you know a community can 
have some influence over its own destiny, and do things that are o f benefit to 
the local community ... making, you know [Place Kj a more enjoyable, joyous 
place and more cohesive community as a result o f having you know 
community participation in solving the problems of the community. (Liam, 
Transition Initiative K)
I mean that’s why I got involved... Transition it’s about trying to bring on board 
the whole community. ... the transition to a more sustainable lifestyle. ... It is 
meant to be a thing where we’re all in it together, we’re all trying to make that 
change for good. (Jake, Transition Initiative C)
...the Transition approach is very much community-oriented, and it involves 
people working together... I think Transition is good in terms o f seeing what 
the community can do, and getting together and doing it really. And I think 
that’s the strength of Transition you know... [seeing what] can be done locally, 
and getting together and doing it. (Brian, Transition Initiative N)
Not only did the framing of the approach appear to appeal because it reflected 
activists’ pre-existing values and desires, but because, as Network framing also 
suggested, it was seen as an effective way forward:
And, I mean. I’ve always liked or leant towards a community cooperative type 
of approach to issues, you know, and always been involved in some kind of 
community activity... And ... realising that a whole chunk of the cause, like 
carbon emissions, ... 27% from houses, so you know, somebody has to 
engage with the community-level, and governments aren’t very good at i t ... 
This is what I see as the difference in Transition, from a top-down to a 
bottom-up approach. (Tim, Transition Initiative E)
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...if you actually work together as a group of people, obviously more heads 
are better than one, you can come up with something that’s a bit more 
effective, you know, and I think that’s really, really I think for me, that’s the 
crux of the whole Transition thing. (Rachel, Transition Initiative E)
Moreover, for many of the interviewees it was the focus on practical, positive 
collective ‘doing’ at the scale of place-based communities that they saw as 
distinguishing Transition from other forms of environmental action, particularly 
campaigning, reflecting the Network’s counterframe (Benford & Hunt 2003) 
discussed in the next section.
For instance I went to the local Friends of the Earth group... everything 
they’re doing seems to be campaigning on an issue rather than actually trying 
to get something done, whereas our focus right from the beginning, and I 
think very much the concept o f Transition is about let’s do something, make 
something happen which is better for the local community, rather than having 
lots of demonstrations and meetings and stuff. (Liam, Transition Initiative K)
I mean you know what existed in (Place N) before was very much kind of 
more a top down thing, I mean all the Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace 
groups you know, rely very much on what the national, you know. Friends of 
the Earth etc basically does and what campaigns it runs etc. And this actually 
I think was or is so successful because we’re developing our own projects 
you know, we are defining here in (Place N) what we want to do. (Sophie, 
Transition Initiative N)
... Transition Towns isn’t campaigning, it’s about positive action -  you know, 
the actual doing, transforming the local area. That appealed to me. (Mia, 
Transition Initiative O).
Network framing, in particular the prognostic and motivational elements, has thus 
been a key factor in inspiring the involvement of many of those who have become 
actively engaged in the Transition movement. The evidence suggests that it is not 
simply attitudinal affinity (McAdam 1986) with the goals of the movement suggested 
in resource mobilisation literature that has inspired activist involvement, but an affinity 
with the strategies and approach advocated, that has drawn activists out of the
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‘woodwork’ as Tim (Transition initiative E) put it. The community-focused strategies 
advocated by the Network appear especially to appeal because they chime with 
values the activists already hold, and thus link into aspects of pre-existing personal 
identities, as suggested by the concept of frame amplification (Benford & Snow 
2000).
In some ways this supports Seyfang and Haxeltine ‘s (2010: 8) empirically-based 
contention that Transition activism represents a seeking of ‘identity, community and 
fulfilment’ that is the hallmark of post-materialist values, echoing O’Rourke’s (2008) 
analysis. But, based on my interviews, I would argue that involvement in Transition 
is not about the search for personal identity, as appears to be implied in the post­
materialist thesis (Inglehart 1977). It is about the seeking of a collective identity that 
reflects (to varying degrees) personal values and beliefs associated with the 
environmental paradigm (Cotgrove & Duff 1980): like-minded individuals, as a 
number of interviewees implied. This helps to explain why the strategy of 
constructing a movement identity involves not only Network framing, but mobilisation 
of a sense of a Transition community at Initiative-level.
Inspiring and sustaining ‘active’ involvement
The above sub-section looked at the reasons activists have become involved in 
Transition and highlighted the role of Network framing in providing the rationale for 
their participation. This sub-section now explores the mobilisation strategies being 
employed at Initiative level not only to recruit members, but encourage them to take 
on the organisation of community-based activities, that is the core action strategy 
promoted through the movement and its framing. It draws attention to the time and 
energy commitments this form of activism requires, which helps to explain why the 
number of ‘active’ members within Transition Initiatives, are relatively low in 
comparison to Initiative email lists. Most important, it suggests that whilst Network 
framing, supported by practical recruitment activities at Initiative-level, are important 
mobilising strategies for inspiring active involvement, the sustaining of activist 
involvement may require another mobilising strategy, and this is the subject of the 
next section.
The local-level mobilisation strategies being adopted within Initiatives to inspire 
people to become actively involved in the movement are not unusual amongst 
community organisations. Activists use a number of mechanisms to recruit new
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members. Apart from most Initiatives having a website where meetings, events and 
activities are announced, common devices include: the use of leafleting and posters 
in public places; having a Transition stall at local events or at a farmer’s market 
where interested passers-by can be provided with information about the group and 
how to get involved; attempting to get local press coverage; or advertising Transition 
activities through other community groups, faith organisations or schools.
It is clear from the interviews I conducted that what activists hoped for from such 
recruitment activities were not simply new members, but ‘active’ new members. 
Indeed ‘active’ was a term that appeared in many of the interviews (see a few 
examples below). By ‘active’, interviewees tended to mean people who were 
involved in planning and organising local activities to further Transition goals, what I 
would call ‘activists’, although this was not a term often adopted by those to whom I 
spoke, a facet discussed later. As the quotations below illustrate, typically, the 
active members of the Transition Initiatives I focused on numbered between five and 
thirty, despite usually having hundreds on the respective Initiative email list, with the 
size of Initiatives often reflecting the size of the places they covered. The existence 
of Transition Initiatives -  and thus of the movement -  is therefore dependent on 
relatively few people willing to commit time to making something happen: ‘Yeah, 
members, currently we’ve got 96, but in terms of meetings it’s usually a handful... 
Yeah, and it’s a small group, basically try and do everything!’ (Mia, Transition 
Initiative O)
... up to now it’s just been a matter o f sticking your name on a mailing list and 
there’s nearly 1,000 people on that mailing list. But the sort of central core of 
people, there are about 30 people really, active members (emphasis added) 
of their groups... (Sally, Transition Initiative G)
... / suppose numbers are about eight or nine in that core group, but about 
maybe only three or four o f us are particularly active (emphasis added) in 
terms of actually spending a lot o f time outside the meetings doing things.
The Transition Town [Place P] has ... held a number o f public events from 
seed swaps to energy workshops, various talks, film shows. And during that 
time, I mean typically we might get 30 people there a lot o f the time. And 
during that time we built up an e-mail list, we’ve got 175 people.... (Oliver, 
Transition Initiative P)
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Sure, it’s a very small group. Transition is tiny. The number o f people on our 
mailing list is more like 100, 150,1 don’t know what it is now. And we 
probably, when we do mail-outs, we might go to 200 or 250.... But you know 
coming back, I mean there’s, you know Transition [Place J] is kind of small, 
the number of active (emphasis added) people is small, and I think that’s true 
of all the other Transition Initiatives you know. There’s quite a few people, 
dozens of people who will come to meetings or come to events, but few are 
actually willing to actually do very much. (Ivan, Transition Initiative J)
(Albert): we have got to re-think a year on how we, can use our limited human 
resource, because we’ve really only got about a dozen active members 
(emphasis added), then there’s a sort o f {Ben): Four of us. (Albert): Well, four 
people turned up last night. (Ben): Four people do things. The people who 
come to the meetings are different from the people who get out and do the 
projects, organise projects, spend time outside o f the actual meeting time, 
working on things. (Transition Initiative A)
What these quotations illustrate is that there is a spectrum of participation in 
Transition Initiative activities that ranges from those who get onto an email list, 
possibly by signing up at a stall or an event, through attendance at meetings or 
involvement in a Transition activity, to those who organise the activities. Being on a 
Transition Initiative email list provides a means of being contacted about upcoming 
events, sometimes through an Initiative newsletter or bulletin, but does not 
necessarily denote any formal membership requirements and does not exclude 
others from getting involved in a Transition activity. But for the Initiative, the 
collecting of names and contact details contributes to the collective appearance of 
that Initiative.
More important, from an Initiative point of view, was that adding one’s name to an 
email list symbolised a first step: it might lead to attendance at a Transition Initiative 
event or involvement in another Transition Initiative activity, such as working in a 
community garden, buying community energy generation shares or offering space in 
your garden as part of a garden-share scheme. It might even result in an individual 
joining an Initiative project, thematic and/or steering group, and contributing to the 
organisation of such Transition Initiative activities. ... It tends to be the case that you 
get a new face popping up in the group, and once they’re in the group they start to 
develop a wider interest in the Transition movement, and so they become one of the
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usual suspects, but we're sort of growing that pool very slowly.’ (Geoff, Transition 
Initiative L). Moreover, attempting to grow numbers of active members was 
particularly challenging in the face of activist turn-over as a result of changes in 
personal circumstances.
And then another person also moved to [X], which again was great for her.... 
But then she was the one who was coordinating this project. And we had no 
capacity whatsoever to pass it on to someone else at that time. So I think it 
kind o f got lost, you know: nothing happened since. ... which is a shame. But 
then you can only do what you can do. (Hannah, Transition Initiative T)
It was the limited number of ‘active’ members willing to organise activities that was 
seen by many interviewees as the major constraint on Transition Initiative activity- 
level: ‘As I say, there are many projects that are up in the air. The problem is that 
what you want is one project and ten people doing it, rather than vice versa, ten 
projects and one person doing it. That’s the problem. ... Our problem is not lack of 
ideas, it is lack of people to implement them.’ (Harry, Transition Initiative C). As 
Graham (Transition Initiative F) expressed it: ‘But this is where we need additional 
people with enough interest and skills in doing these extra things, it’s too much to ask 
half a dozen people to take on board’. Therefore what many of the activists I 
interviewed were particularly concerned about was how to go about turning those 
who were just on the email list or who came to the occasional Transition event into 
increasingly active members, as the quotations below exemplify.
... / think we are at the moment very, very aware of this fact o f you know, or 
the question of actually how we can sustainably involve new people getting 
interested, and actually get them to do something, not just attend meetings, or 
be on our email, because this is not enough for all the things we want to do, 
you know. (Sophie, Transition Initiative N)
Membership has increased, like the mailing list, there’s more people on the 
contact list, but there’s an ongoing struggle to get people who will take 
responsibility for projects. But over time it has grown, so that there’s more 
people running other projects now than there were before. But it’s a gradual 
thing and needs constant monitoring. (Ella, Transition Initiative 8)
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.. you have to work very hard to get new members, you have to support them 
and succour them... working with volunteers isn’t just ‘hello, hi, do you want
to do this’, you’ve got to really draw them in And that’s what I ’ve done a
lot of, since I ’ve been in the food group, is keeping on trying to draw more 
people in, so we don’t wear ourselves out. But then if I ’m worn out, I don’t 
have the energy to do it!’ (Chloe, Transition Initiative B).
The aim therefore was to move new recruits up the participation spectrum from being 
what I call ‘passive’ members who signed up to receive emails, maybe attended a 
Transition event and possibly participated in a Transition activity, to becoming ‘active’ 
members who helped out at a Transition event, possibly attended Transition 
organising meetings and ideally then organised a Transition activity. This spectrum 
of participation is illustrated in Figure 5.1 below. In some groups increasing thought 
was therefore being given to making all elements of the participation spectrum as 
appealing as possible. For instance, one interviewee talked of introducing particular 
themes for events thought to be of interest to members, and others of attempting to 
make Transition activities and meetings more ‘social’, ‘fun’ and ‘welcoming’: ‘One 
thing is sitting stiff in a meeting for hours on end. Another thing is having a chat and 
a bowl of warm soup, you know. It makes a world of difference. People feel more 
open and trust is built, you know, and relationships start and so on.’ (Hannah, 
Transition Initiative T).
Figure 5.1: Spectrum of participation within Transition Initiatives
Active
Organising specific Transition Initiative activities 
Attending Transition Initiative thematic, core and/or project meetings 
Helping out at a Transition Initiative event
Getting involved in Transition Initiative activities organised by others 
Attending events organised by others in the Transition Initiative 
Being on a Transition Initiative membership/email list
Passive
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A few Initiatives were also experimenting with providing more defined parameters for 
participation in the hope that this would encourage passive members into more active 
roles. For instance, at a meeting of Transition Initiative K core group members, there 
was agreement that time-limited projects were a way of drawing people in as they 
provided ‘set tasks’ that were ‘tangible and manageable’ rather than ‘open-ended’, 
and thus discussions were planned to organise the ‘next thing’. Mia (Transition 
Initiative O) talked about how they were now advertising ‘specific roles, because a lot 
of people, if you say, you know, we’d like your help, unless you ask them to do 
something specific, they’re not sure what to offer, or what’s needed, are they?’ Some 
Initiatives were even experimenting with formal or informal internships, providing 
opportunities for people to gain experience that might help them further their career, 
as the example below illustrates.
And so the most recent thing that we’ve done is actually try to get a work 
placement student, who is quite happy to contact businesses on our part, 
because I mean one of the main problems is that most of us work full-time, so 
hopefully we’re going to meet this student, kind o f come up again with 
timescales, a plan for what we want to achieve, and she’ll be able to go out 
and do some of the leg-work that we’re not able to do, just because we don’t 
have the time. (Sharon, Transition Initiative N)
However, becoming more ‘active’ in Transition necessarily meant making increasing 
commitments of ‘time’ and ‘energy’ to Transition Initiative activities: ‘to get this to 
work needs a huge amount of energy, a huge amount of commitment on the part of 
other people’ (Emily, Transition Initiative R). Such ‘work’, whilst sometimes seen as 
‘rewarding’ (Ella, Transition Initiative S), ‘fun’ (Sharon, Transition Initiative N) and 
‘very exciting’ (Chloe, Transition Initiative B), was also sometimes perceived to be a 
‘grind’ (Fred, Transition Initiative A): according to interviewees, it could involve some 
tedious tasks, it could be time-consuming, even over-burdening, and it could be 
frustrating, particularly when there appeared to be no change as a result. As 
Charlotte (Transition Initiative D) put it, in response to Transition Network’s claim that 
the movement was ‘going viral’ that I had used as part of my original title for the 
research:
... / think most o f us are aware that... the people that we’re trying to turn over, 
in a way, are quite comfortable with the way they’re living and in sort o f denial 
about the future, so there’s a lot more struggle ... that we have to deal with.
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... But at the same time. ... / find when I ’m around other people who think 
more resourcefully [about using less resources] then it’s sort o f contagious... 
So there’s something quite good, in that it just erases the struggles I 
suppose.’
But active involvement in Transition was also sometimes seen as impacting 
negatively on other personal priorities. Barbara (Transition Initiative C), who was one 
of the few activists in her Initiative who worked full-time, told me: ... realistically, you 
know, it’s really difficult. ... I tell people at work. I’ve no life.... And how many people 
would do that? Not many.’ Indeed there is evidence that the time and energy 
requirements of Transition activism do sometimes take its toll on existing active 
members. A few activists expressed doubts about whether they could continue being 
as active as they were, and I am aware of examples where active members have 
become more passive, or dropped out of a group altogether. This problem of 
sustaining active involvement in Transition because of how much energy it involves, 
partly because of low numbers of active members and activist turn-over, is 
highlighted in the interview excerpts below.
... actually what’s happened through this summer, and it’s still continuing, is 
that a lot o f people who were kind o f passionate about it and put a lot o f effort 
to try and get the group up and running have kind of either fallen by the 
wayside, or just have a lot o f other stuff going on at the moment, so are not 
able to give much time. And it appears that a lot o f people are suffering from 
kind of exhaustion.... we can end up with so much to do, that it ’s very difficult 
to be able to put in the amount o f energy that’s really needed to keep it going. 
(Emily, Transition Initiative R)
...I’d like lots more active members because it is very hard work keeping it all 
going, we could do with some new blood. Because some people were in at 
the beginning who aren’t now, they sort o f moved out o f the area. So we 
need replacements really, some more energy. (Mia, Transition Initiative O)
As Sophie and Chloe say below, attracting new activists is therefore important. Not 
only is it necessary for maintaining and, ideally, increasing activity levels, but in 
responding to the natural attrition of members as a result of personal changes, and 
providing respite for existing activists who are in danger of ‘burn-out’ (Mia, Transition 
Initiative O).
124
Creating Transitioners: Mobiiisation and the diiemmas of Transition movement identity
And I think after a while we realised that we lose people almost because just 
naturally some people drop out because their circumstances change, or 
because they move away or whatever. So you almost always, I think, you 
lose some people, and if you don’t have anything in place, or if you don’t have 
mechanisms of getting new people involved, then the group basically kind of 
dries out, and you know the big tasks kind of land on just a few people’s 
shoulders, and essentially it becomes unsustainable, because you’re not able 
to run all this. (Sophie, Transition Initiative N)
...the food group’s been very good in that they’ve made an effort to keep 
recruiting and keep refreshing their membership and other groups have just 
been so involved, that’s not a criticism, in projects that they haven’t had the 
time and energy to do the recruiting bit. But then that self-destructs because 
you get the core people who run out o f energy. And that’s happened a bit 
with the transport group... they all worked themselves into the ground.
(Chloe, Transition Initiative B)
But as Sally suggests below, the time commitments required by the kind of 
community-based activism advocated by Transition are perceived as a barrier to 
encouraging greater participation, for which there is no ‘easy answer’ according to 
Emily (Transition Initiative R).
... with any community group there are, you know, you get a few people 
actively involved and other people who sort o f engage on the periphery, but 
like know it’s going on, but actually don’t want to get involved in any sort of 
practical way or, you know, it can be quite time consuming and it depends on 
people’s lifestyle or where they are in their lives as to how much time that 
they can devote to it. (Sally, Transition Initiative G)
However, putting efforts into recruitment and attempting to grow the group can reap 
slow rewards, as Hannah (Transition Initiative T) points out: ‘Slowly, slowly, you 
know. I know it’s hard and it’s been really tiring and you know, a few of us burnt out 
and had to leave, and they came back eventually. And you know people get really 
stressed and argue and stuff. But then it’s happening. Now, in 2010, there’s a big 
group.’
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What this suggests is that Transition at the local scale relies on attracting -  and 
retaining -  a ‘critical’ mass (Emily, Transition Initiative R) of activists who are able 
and willing to commit time and energy to organising activities. Despite Network 
claims of the ‘viral’ nature of Transition, often illustrated by the growth in number of 
Initiatives, the numbers of people actively involved in these Initiatives are relatively 
small. Since activity-level is limited by the number of activists, and natural and forced 
attrition is an ongoing occurrence as a result of changes in activist circumstances, 
burning-out or personal clashes, a major activist concern is how to attract new 
people, and turn the large numbers of passive members into active ones.
This means attracting participants who will not only attend Transition events but 
ideally spearhead activities. Transition Initiatives are therefore expending effort on 
piloting different ways to mobilise people across the participation spectrum. But this 
is often challenging because the nature of Transition activism, whilst not high-risk in 
the UK context, is high-cost in terms of the time and energy it requires. For those 
juggling with other commitments, in particular job, family, or other interests, this 
creates obstacles to participation, even where someone has a strong interest in 
environmental issues, which as the last sub-section indicated, is the pool of people 
from which Transition largely draws.
In summary, then. Network framing is an important mobilising strategy, as the 
interviews with activists indicate. But what is particularly interesting is that it is the 
community-based action strategy within the framing that provides the primary 
motivation for involvement. Flowever, this mobilising strategy is not enough to 
explain existing patterns of participation in Transition Whilst on-going recruitment 
activities at local-level are an important strategy in maintaining Initiative momentum, 
sustaining existing activist participation through developing a collective identity which 
provides a sense of support, obligation and distinction, it is argued, is another key 
mobilising strategy. This is the subject of the next section.
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Building an imagined community of Transition
When the Transition ... came up, I was sort of there. I mean, ‘oh this is finally 
the club that I want to jo in ’, that brings together all the things that I’ve been 
thinking about, perhaps, and ways of living that I believe in. And again the 
practical aspect rather than the campaigning, very much appealed to me.
And so the food group already existed by the time I got into it. It did have a 
fold and I reinvented it with some help from some other Transitioners 
[emphasis added]. (Chloe, Transition Initiative B)
The argument that underpins this section is that the main Transition strategy to 
sustain the high-cost activism advocated by the Network has been the building of an 
‘imagined community’ of Transition, a ‘club’ as Chloe calls it above, as evidenced in 
the gradual appearance of the appellation, ‘Transitioner’, which builds on feelings of 
affinity. The development of a values-based imagined community to which activists 
feel they belong helps to renew and sustain activist commitment to the movement 
through emotional bonds based on support, obligation and distinction.
Hunt et al (1994) have argued that framing is central to the creation of movement 
identity. For Transition, as the last chapter showed, the diagnostic and prognostic 
elements provide the basis for developing a sense of shared purpose and strategy, 
whilst the motivational framing proffers the language and symbols for expressing the 
values that underpin the movement. These serve as the foundation for this imagined 
community of Transition which gives a sense of ‘who we are’ and thus the kinds of 
strategies activists in the movement use. The existence of such an imagined 
community, inclusive but like-minded, interested in community and community action, 
is reflected in the reasons activists gave for their involvement, as cited in the first 
section of this chapter, although not always experienced in Transition at the local 
level.
However, there are aspects of Transition’s emerging collective identity that pose 
problems for Transition. Not only is there internal contestation over the nature of the 
green identity the movement represents, but concerns about the socio-demographic 
dimension of emerging movement identity, both arising from the fact that they 
undermine the self-image of the movement as inclusive. There are therefore aspects 
of Transition’s collective identity that potentially pose a threat to the values on which 
Transition’s imagined community is founded, providing a particularly acute example
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of the strategic dilemma that the construction of a collective identity (Jasper 2004), 
and its undesired consequences, can cause.
This section explores: (a) the nature of the collective identity invoked by Transition 
Network framing, both in terms of the contents of the frame, and the means used to 
convey it; (b) the reinforcement of this collective identity as a result of the social 
identities of many of those being recruited; (c) evidence of contestation over aspects 
of this collective identity, and related strategies; and (d) Network attempts to counter 
what are perceived as problematic aspects of this emerging collective identity, 
particularly as this relates to movement mobilisation.
Constructing Transition movement identity
A striking aspect of Transition Network framing strategy is that it involves a deliberate 
attempt to avoid constructing a well-defined (thus separate) collective identity.
Despite the expectations of some framing analysts (Snow and Benford 2000), 
Network framing provides no obvious delineation between protagonists and 
antagonists: protagonists tend to be seen as ‘us all’ and the implicit suggestion is that 
we are also all antagonists because of ‘our’ addiction to oil. In particular, the explicit 
and ongoing promotion of the value of inclusion in Network framing suggests a 
movement that embraces everyone in all their difference, providing an image of a 
collective identity that is universal and all-encompassing. This would seem to 
challenge social movement theory that intertwines framing and collective identity 
construction, sometimes inextricably. However, in this sub-section, I argue that an 
admittedly contested Transition collective identity is (perhaps necessarily) emerging 
because of the contents of the frame, and how it has been conveyed, aspects of 
which the Network is now strategically attempting to reshape as a result of concerns 
that it could be interpreted as excluding.
Despite the focus on inclusion, the original Network framing firmly anchored 
Transition within the broader environmental movement field, even whilst attempting 
to distinguish itself within it. In an interview with the Ecological Options Network 
(E.GN 2007), for example, Hopkins explained why he felt the development, use and 
‘synthesis’ of particular ‘tools’ (such as Open Space and World Café) alternative 
educational games and approaches, and internet-based ‘collaborative information- 
building tools’ (such as wikis), helped to set the Transition approach apart from the 
rest of the environmental movement. He characterised the environmental movement
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as traditionally relying on the ‘tools’ of ‘lobbying and protesting... that... haven’t been 
sufficient for the scale of the challenge up to this point’ (ibid). Transition strategy and 
tactics is thus, according to this view, what sets the Transition movement apart, even 
what defines it.
In The Transition Handbook, Hopkins (2008a) built on this boundary work (Hunt & 
Benford 2004) to try and carve out a distinct identity for Transition within the broader 
environmental movement. He set up what he admitted was a ‘straw horse’, when he 
used the list below (Table 5.1) to contrast ‘The Transition Approach’ with 
‘Conventional Environmentalism’ (Hopkins 2008a: 135). In doing so, he created a 
counterframe (Benford and Snow 2000), which serves to differentiate the Transition 
‘model’ from other approaches that might be perceived as having similar goals, as he 
himself acknowledged: ...I think this process is an important one, essential in 
distinguishing the distinctive ground that... Transition... stands on’ (Hopkins 2008a: 
136).
Table 5.1: Network framing of ‘how the Transition approach is distinct’ (Hopkins 2008a: 135)
Conventional Environmentalism The Transition Approach
Individual behaviour 
Single issue
Tools: lobbying, campaigning & 
protesting
Sustainable development
Fear, guilt & shock as drivers for action
Challenging National & International 
policy by lobbying 
The man in the street as the problem 
Blanket campaigning 
Single level engagement 
Prescriptive -  advocates answers & 
responses 
Carbon footprinting
Belief that economic growth is still 
 Possible, albeit greener growth
Group behaviour 
Holistic
Tools: public participation, eco- 
psychology, arts, culture & 
creative education 
Resilience/relocalisation 
Hope, optimism & proactivity as drivers 
for action 
Changing National and International 
policy by making them electable 
The man in the street as the solution 
Targeted interventions 
Engagement on a variety of levels 
Acts as a catalyst -  no fixed answers
Carbon footprinting plus resilience 
indicators 
Designing for economic renaissance, 
albeit a local one
The Transition Network has also adopted explicit symbols and processes which 
serve to mark the boundaries of the movement. One example is the ‘criteria’ for 
becoming an ‘official’ Transition Initiative (Brangwyn in Hopkins 2008a: 221) that 
necessitates a constitution which includes addressing the twin issues of peak oil and 
climate change as a key aspect of the mission statement. Another is the creation of
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a Transition Network logo that groups can use on their websites to identify 
themselves as part of the movement. But the most obvious is the actual use of the 
appellation, Transition’, which almost every UK group that identifies strongly with the 
movement adopts as either part of their name, or in their strap-line.
The type of language and images used in Network framing provide more subtle 
(possibly unintentional) signals that are likely to influence perceptions of the 
movement’s identity, and who is recruited. For example, the use of (an admittedly 
murky) green as the colour of the hand-drawn picture on the cover of The Transition 
Handbook (illustrated in the last chapter) arguably reflects the environmental DIY 
ethos of the movement. Terminology like ‘Heart and Soul’ and ‘The Great 
Unleashing’ used as chapter or section titles echo spiritually-driven ‘deep green’ 
philosophy. Other means used to convey the framing have also been interpreted as 
reflecting the movement’s emerging identity. One Transition member admitted in an 
interview that though the use of visualization and eco-psychology techniques within 
the Network’s Transition core group training seemed to have been appreciated by 
many when she had attended (indeed a couple of other interviewees spoke about 
how reinvigorated they had felt by similar training elsewhere), she had found them 
off-putting because she associated such an approach with ‘hippies’, a social identity 
she rejected for herself.
These examples suggest that the motivational vocabulary of desirability identified in 
the last chapter, as well as the means used to convey the framing, all of which are 
designed to inspire participation, may actually repel some, particularly if they portray 
values and an associated identity to which they do not aspire. Indeed one 
interviewee from a Local Authority who had dealings with local Transition Initiatives 
questioned whether framing Transition as a movement was itself off-putting.
But I would argue that the movement’s identity has not only been shaped by the 
contents of the framing, and how it has been conveyed, but by whom. The main 
initiators and spokespeople of the Transition movement at high profile public events 
in the UK have been Rob Hopkins, Peter Lipman and Ben Brangwyn, all white British 
men in their late thirties or forties, been in higher education and/or ‘professional’ jobs, 
and would probably be identified by others, if not themselves, as middle-class. They 
themselves have become symbols of the movement, whether they like it or not, and 
perceptions of their personal identity (even if unnuanced) in relation to some of the 
social categories of diversity highlighted in the last chapter, in particular by Pickering
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(the Diversity Officer the Network employed for two years), is likely to impact on, 
perhaps elide with, perceptions of the collective identity of the movement.
On top of a framing that aligns Transition to the broader environmental movement, 
which in the UK is not known for its diversity (Skogen 1996), it is perhaps not 
surprising that the prominent aspect of the emerging Transition collective identity that 
both insiders and outsiders remark on is that it is white and middle-class, as the next 
sub-section will highlight. The argument here is that it is the nature of the mobilising 
strategies adopted by the Network -  in particular, the contents of the framing, the 
way it has been communicated, and by whom -  that has contributed to the 
emergence of a collective identity of the movement as environmentalist, middle-class 
and white, even though this is not the collective identity to which the Network overtly 
aspires.
Reinforcing Transition movement identity
This emerging collective identity of the Transition movement, as unwittingly framed 
by the Network, is being further shaped by those who are joining Transition at local 
level, and taking action in pursuit of its goals. As resource mobilisation theories 
suggest, the Transition Initiatives I explored appear to have drawn many of their 
active members from existing local environmental networks. Although Seyfang and 
Hexaltine (2010) found that a third of Transition Norwich members had not been 
involved with an environmental organisation before, this means two-thirds had. 
Although I saw no evidence of deliberate attempts to poach activists from other local 
environmental organisations, this has sometimes been to the detriment of these other 
groups, as the quotation below suggests.
I was involved in the Friends of the Earth group before, and I must say 
personally I am now actually concentrating all my energies on the Transition 
group, and I know that the Friends o f the Earth group has now [struggled] to 
get enough people, you know, to come to meetings etc, because there is 
such a big overlap and many people just feel they don’t have time to commit 
themselves to two groups. So in that sense it just seems that the Transition 
group has been quite successful in attracting people ... or people’s energies 
let’s say. ... there’s a range of other people now who haven’t been involved 
previously with the two groups, so you know I ’m not saying that the whole 
kind of Transition Initiative is made up o f people who were previously in
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Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace, or the Green Party. There is some 
overlap now, but there’s also kind of new people who have come actually 
from outside. (Sophie, Transition Initiative N)
As Sophie suggests, there is also evidence of an overlap of membership with other 
local environmental groups. A number of Transition activists I interviewed suggested 
that this can result in a blurring of collective identities during activity implementation. 
This appeared to be partly the result of the multiple organisational affiliations some 
individuals cultivated, and partly as a result of strategic convenience that formal (and 
informal) partnerships sometimes brought. Thus Graham, in the context of the 
quotation below, talked about an energy project he had initiated as a member of 
Transition, but for which he then sought assistance from another group of which he 
was a member because of the expertise and financial resources available in that 
other group.
... there’s enormous commonality o f people .... And therefore it’s, we have no 
sense, at least I don’t, o f this is a Transition [F] pro ject... and this is an FoE 
[Friends of the Earth] project, we’re double-hatted or triple-hatted quite a lot of 
the time... I don’t see anything wrong with that; I don’t think that undermines 
the Transition movement at all... (Graham, Transition Initiative F).
But whilst this suggests that the imagined community of Transition is fluid and 
malleable, implying a ‘liquidity’ (Hazaz-Berger & Yair 2011) in the movement’s 
emerging collective identity, there is also strong evidence that Initiatives have often 
been involved in boundary work (Benford and Hunt 2004) at the local level to 
distinguish themselves from similar community-based groups, in order to recruit 
members. For example, a number of Initiatives had either a ‘comms person’, as one 
interviewee put it, or a Communications sub-group, often responsible for updating the 
website and/or writing a regular newsletter which was then emailed to all those who 
had signed up for it. One Initiative even had a ‘marketing’ sub-group that had been 
responsible for designing the logo, setting up the website, and creating ‘promotional 
materials’. In the case of Initiative G, this boundary work was about creating a 
collective identity that was recognised -  and patrolled -  both internally and 
externally.
A policy is emerging that we do value our brand, and we’ve had various 
sessions with people who specialise in the issue of branding. We are
132
Creating Transitioners: Mobiiisation and the diiemmas of Transition movement identity
concerned that the Energy Group, if you like, trades as Transition [G] Energy 
Group, so we feel that it’s quite important that someone from the Steering 
Group kind of is involved, at least one person. (Ed, Transition Initiative G)
However, the danger with building boundaries as necessitated in constructing a 
collective identity, a ‘brand’ as Ed put it above, is that it can lead to the, possibly 
unintentional, demarcation of who or what is inside and outside the boundary. 
O’Rourke (2008) found that Transition Initiative steering groups appeared to be 
dominated by ‘well-educated middle-classes’ who he described as ‘post-materialist’ 
in outlook. He thought that perhaps Initiative membership beyond the steering group 
might reflect a wider ‘patronage’. However, Seyfang and Haxeltine’s (2010: 7) 
survey of the Transition Norwich Initiative email membership list found that, whilst 
they came ‘disproportionately from lower income groups’ and the 45-64 age range, 
over 80% had graduate and post-graduate degrees, and few were unemployed, 
though many were part-time or self-employed (Seyfang and Haxeltine 2010: 8). This 
finding was largely echoed in my interviews (examples below) and in my experience 
within Transition in England (though one interviewee talked about how the majority in 
her thematic group were not working, and another pointed to the wide age range in 
her group).
People say... you don’t get anybody off the estates, or you know we can’t 
seem to get other people engaged... most of the people involved are fairly 
middle class, fairly well educated, professional people. (Lucy, Transition 
Initiative Q)
I do feel as if at the minute, that we’re kind of a certain type o f person, which, 
although when I say that, we are a very varied group, I mean we’re very 
varied in ages, in like I guess financial security, so the students don’t have 
very much of it and others have quite a lot. But then again we’re still not 
engaging the people who really need the support and who really need the 
financial security, which I think comes with growing your own food. ... Yeah, 
we are all very well educated and you know we’ve got good prospects ahead 
of us and so, yes maybe we are, we probably are middle class! (Avril, 
Transition Initiative F)
I think it’s pretty difficult for, you know, for Transition movement already, [it’s] 
very much middle class, white, well educated, and I think that’s largely true for
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our group as well. Very, very white. But (Place N) in itself is actually also
pretty white, apart from a few exceptions in areas. (Sophie, Transition
Initiative N).
These quotations draw attention to how Transition's emerging collective identity as 
implied (unintentionally) in Network framing reflects the social identities of many of 
those who are participating in Transition Initiatives. What the last quotation adds to 
the categorisations in the Transition Norwich membership survey data (Seyfang 
2009c) is the suggestion that most Transition members in the UK are white.
Although not captured in the other two quotations, I know this was true of at least one 
of the Initiatives from which the interviewees above came, and almost certainly the 
other too, given the Initiative’s location. It also reflected my perception of those who 
went to the Transition gatherings I attended.
This aspect of the emerging collective identity -  the movement’s identification with 
the white middle-classes -  was also illustrated in the Network-commissioned 
promotional film for the movement. In Transition 1.0 (2009), which aimed to illustrate 
the inspiring experiences of Transition Initiatives thus far. When the film was 
screened for the first time at the Transition Network Annual Conference in 2009, the 
400 or so delegates broke out in applause and cheering. But a white woman from 
Transition Brixton then stood up and, apologising for ‘raining on your parade’, asked 
how she was expected to show a film dominated by white people in an ethnically- 
diverse area of London. Whilst others argued that this just reflected the current (at 
that point) reality of Transition, what she was pointing to was that the social identities 
of those featured in the film were in danger of framing the collective identity of the 
movement in a way that would not help it to reach out to other ethnic groups, and 
thus threatened its diversity pretensions. Lipman and Hopkins responded that this 
was an issue, and asked for advice from the conference audience as to what should 
be done about this lack of diversity.
The problematisation of this demographic aspect of the emerging collective identity of 
the Transition movement, in particular in relation to the social category of class, is 
echoed not only in the limited academic literature on the movement (e.g. Barr & 
Devine-Wright 2012), but by many of the activists to whom I have spoken. This quote 
from Geoff (Initiative L) is illustrative: ‘The Transition [Network] trainers that came for 
the last event in [Place L] stayed in our house, and they said something that [scared] 
the hell out of me, but I thought about it afterwards and realised they were right, that
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Transition is a predominantly middle class and middle aged occupation.’ The main 
reason for this problematisation (as illustrated in the quotation below where Fred 
draws on a Permaculture magazine article about Seyfang’s (2009d & e) survey of 
Transition Initiatives) is that it tends to be seen as an obstacle to the movement’s 
ambitions to mobilise everyone to become involved in transitioning, thus challenging 
its strategic approach and the value of inclusion that underpins it.
... there’s a ... sense that the Transition groups tend to be very kind of middle 
class, what’s the word, ... not aspiring because they wouldn’t be 
Transitioners: concerned, concerned of [X] and it... makes a very telling 
statement that people living in inner cities, in the harder edge, you know, 
down in the lower end of the demographic sections are not engaging with this 
stuff. .... a lot of the Transition movements are happening in very sort o f 
middle class urban fringe, suburban neighbourhoods where they’re all 
panicking, because they’ve all watched the Peak Oil movie or whatever it is... 
(Fred, Transition Initiative A)
The argument I am making here is that it is how the Network has conveyed the 
framing, and by whom, as well as the content of not just the diagnostic (as Fred 
argues above), but prognostic frame of the movement, together with related 
boundary work, that has provided the ‘telling statement’ upon which this collective 
identity is forming. This identity, as already suggested, is not only reinforced by the 
association of Transition with the broader environmental movement, an association 
that many of the grassroots Transition activists I interviewed verbally echoed, but by 
the social categories they reflect (sometimes unwittingly and/or unwillingly) in their 
individual identities and histories. In particular, many had previous affiliations with 
other grassroots environmental organisations, and when discussing relationships and 
partnerships with other local organisations, would often reference such groups. The 
personal (and social identities) of activists, and their networks, therefore influenced 
the specific strategies adopted within an Initiative, and contributed to the evolution of 
the movement’s collective identity. It is perhaps not surprising therefore that many 
Initiatives seemed to be struggling to involve people beyond the social categories 
typically associated with the environmental movement.
However, whilst the movement’s (white) middle-class collective identity tended to be 
seen as a problem for the movement by those who brought it up -  because of 
Transition’s value-based and strategic ambitions to include all -  this tended not to be
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seen as the root cause for the difficulties the movement was having in engaging 
more widely. The obstacles to broader involvement tended to be associated with 
(often empathically-expressed) assumptions about the circumstances or 
characteristics of those in the community who were not participating, rather than an 
emerging collective identity that might be perceived as excluding: other priorities, lack 
of time or energy, and/or access to cultural, social or financial capital, as the 
quotation below illustrates.
And likewise on an income point o f view, the very wealthy aren’t interested 
because they can buy their way out o f trouble, or at least they think they can, 
and low income people are too busy keeping body and soul together. So the 
human energy equation kind o f dictates that it is middle age and middle class, 
and that’s, it shouldn’t be that way, and I think if  you can crack that, you’re 
probably on a winner! (Geoff, Transition Initiative L)
Reflecting Network framing, the presumption that Transition success depends on 
involving those who are not the ‘people who would have been attracted anyway’
(Fred, Transition Initiative A), not just those interested in the environment, was 
reflected widely in the interviews, as the examples below indicate. A couple of the 
quotations below indicate that there tends to be a recognition that being ecologically- 
minded does not necessarily translate into pro-environmental behaviours, let alone 
involvement in related collective action. However, there is also a sense that those 
interested in environmental issues, associated implicitly in a couple of the quotes with 
being white and middle-class, is not the desired target audience of Transition 
because they already know what they should be doing.
Well it’s all very well Transitions Groups talking to themselves, and even 
that’s hard enough to actually cross the point where people start doing things. 
To then go out to the other side o f [Place G] where you have no sort o f 
contact with them socially, how on earth do you start influencing them? 
(Matthew, Transition Initiative G)
.... / think it’s okay talking in, you know, your particular groups... but I feel we 
really haven’t got the message out to the general public... you get the same 
suspects... I know it’s a small place [but].... You don’t get the general public, 
you get the culturally, environmentally and hopefully kind of aware... turning
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up.... to be honest, a lot o f it’s a cultural, and almost like a class thing, it’s an 
educational thing. (Lucy, Transition Initiative Q)
I ’m conscious ... that there’s a real danger o f ju s t ... preaching to the 
converted. ... So what you actually were doing was getting together all the 
most committed people, and there we were having a meeting where, you 
know, they were hearing things which interested them and agreed with their 
world view, and they would have gone away, and some of them might have 
done a bit more, but maybe not that much. And you really, I feel need to go 
to groups for whom the message is not one that they normally hear. And you 
need to get into situations where you’re actually, you know, you’re talking to 
the people who don’t want to talk about it, or for whom it’s something which 
they hear about occasionally on the media, but you know it’s something that 
they don’t pay much heed to. So I think that’s the challenge. (Bob, Transition 
Initiative J)
... you’re always drawing some, a sort o f a tiny fraction of the existing 
population, what we tend to call ‘the usual suspects’, because you’ll get the 
same old faces turning up for event after event after event, not that that is 
necessarily a bad thing, but it is frustrating that you’re not reaching a wider 
audience. ... What does [X] call them? The low hanging fruit she calls them! 
People who already have a degree of environmental awareness and thus are 
less likely to flop into denial as soon you, you know, mention something to 
them about how difficult things are going to get if we Just sort o f cruise along 
as we are. Because from most people’s perspective, that is bad news and 
scary news, and not something that they really want to think about. (Geoff, 
Transition Initiative L)
Although there are understandable strategic reasons why activists want to reach out 
beyond the ‘usual suspects’, it may, contrary to values of inclusion, give the 
impression that it is those who are not involved (the non-white, the non-middle-class, 
the non-environmentalists) that are the cause of the problem Transition is attempting 
to address. Ironically, the desire to reach out because it is perceived that this is 
where the need is, runs the danger of inadvertently putting some people off 
becoming involved in Transition because of what Cohen (2010), based on her 
research on diversity and inclusion in one Transition Initiative, called the risk of 
‘othering’.
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Indeed one interviewee who was the only person of minority ethnicity I interviewed, 
who was actively organising a Transition-related® project, said: ... sometimes it stops 
you if you are not white and British... you don’t know if the others are going to accept 
you, they might think sometimes .. .making in your mind, who am I to ask or offer this, 
because I just came here yesterday...’ (Ruby, Transition Initiative S). Another 
interviewee who explicitly distanced herself from the Transition collective identity, 
what she called Transition with a big T , expressed discomfort with what she saw as 
the sometimes hypocritical proselytising of Transition ‘awareness-raising’ activities to 
those who might not fit the Transition stereotype, yet actually might be leading more 
sustainable lifestyles.
And it’s very easy to cause offence you know, middle class people coming in 
and telling us how to live our lives, and ... when there was more effort on 
awareness raising, when Transition first started up here, I personally felt quite 
uncomfortable about that for several reasons, because I think there’s a fine 
line between explaining what you’re doing and sort o f proselytising and I know 
that some people who came along to the Transition meeting originally, 
dropped out because they were actually leading greener lives than the people 
who were selling the Transition method, or you know ideas and concepts. So 
that for instance people who were still on the Transition mailing list but who 
are no longer actively involved, have for instance given up their cars, don’t 
shop in supermarkets ... (are) disappointed with themselves if they need to 
put o u t.. .a bin bag for rubbish collection more frequently than once a month.
What is particularly interesting is that a couple of the activists I interviewed who were 
concerned that Transition’s collective identity was potentially off-putting for some 
people had chosen to abandon the Transition label when organising specific 
activities, in order to attract a wider audience, as illustrated in the quotation below. 
However choosing not to acknowledge the Transition provenance of activities has 
sometimes caused tensions within an Initiative, as Chloe also points out. One 
Initiative founder spoke in a regional workshop of how he was concerned to ensure 
projects that emerged from the local Transition group retained an overt affiliation with 
it. This is likely to be because practical community action is central to the identity of 
the Transition imagined community, as the quotations in the sub-section on attracting
She did not identify with the Initiative itself, but with the person coordinating the Transition group.
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activists suggest, and thus the development of a collective identity that aligns with 
this image requires community-based activities that are labelled Transition’. It is 
therefore probably not surprising that there is sometimes resistance when an activist 
chooses not to advertise that an activity originated from within Transition.
... as we’re doing more publicity we’re kind o f easing away from [the 
Transition label] and Just looking at the things that we’re doing as being 
Transition-themed without having to say ‘Look at me, me, me. I’m a 
Transitioner’. ... / think that’s the view that not everybody in the group agrees 
with, but that’s something that I think most o f us on the committee feel very 
strongly about: that we can be doing good stuff and we’re not ashamed, but 
Just aware that we don’t need any more barriers to people coming [to the 
activity]. If we put another one up, what would anybody gain ? Transition 
wouldn’t get more members ... and we’d lose customers. ... But it’s a battle 
sometimes. There’s certain people in the, locally, who hate it, and want us to 
blazon it on everything and I’m afraid we’re not going to. (Chloe, Transition 
Initiative B)
Overall, this section has shown how emerging Transition movement identity as 
(partly intentionally and partly inadvertently) framed by the Network -  environmental, 
(therefore) white and middle-class -  is reflected in the social identities of most of the 
Transition activists I met and interviewed. Although I cannot claim on statistical 
grounds that my research involved a representative sample, together with existing 
survey data, the evidence supports the contention that Network mobilising strategies, 
as outlined in the last section, have helped to create an imagined community that 
appeals largely to people from particular social categories (or for whom elements of 
this collective identity are aspirational).
I would therefore argue that it is from these social groups that most of the 
movement’s membership is drawn, thus reinforcing a collective identity, unwittingly 
evoked in Network framing, which reflects fault lines within British society and makes 
it difficult for the movement to recruit more broadly. Indeed one Transition activist 
asked me whether I thought Transition was middle-class, having just heard someone 
from Edible Todmorden distinguish themselves from Transition by saying that though 
there was a Transition Initiative in a nearby town. Transition’s middle-class 
associations meant it would not have worked in Todmorden. This socio-demographic 
aspect of the movement’s emerging identity was seen as problematic by many of the
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activists I interviewed, as well as by Network leaders. This is because it undermines 
an important value-laden strategy promoted by the Network that is central to the 
movement’s self image, an idealised sense of what Transition’s collective identity 
should be: that it should appeal to all.
Realigning Transition movement identity
It is therefore not surprising that the Transition Network has tried strategically to 
reconstruct the movement’s collective identity in order to attempt to make it more 
inclusive. Concerned about the movement’s lack of diversity, as Hopkins and 
Lipman’s response to the critique of In Transition 1.0 (2009) at the 2009 annual 
conference illustrates, the most evident strategy the network has adopted has been 
the employment of a Diversity Officer for two years. She worked with a number of 
Initiatives to experiment with ways of engaging more widely.
Other strategies have focused more on reframing the movement to create a more 
inclusive collective identity, in particular though the publication of The Transition 
Companion in 2011 and the release of the follow-up film In Transition 2.0 in 2012: 
‘Inclusion and Diversity’ is the second ingredient of Transition, after ‘Coming 
Together as Groups’, in the book, and thus given particular prominence as a feature 
of Transition; the Transition movie meanwhile attempts to portray the movement as 
inclusive and diverse through showing clips from Transition-related projects in India, 
South America and Japan, together with two interviews of people from non-white 
backgrounds in Britain and the States respectively (the latter was not a Transition 
activist but commenting on Transition-related activities in her very deprived 
neighbourhood).
The inclusion of ‘equality’ in the Network’s mission statement, and Lipman’s remark 
at a public meeting at the Houses of Parliament in 2010 where he stated he preferred 
to see Transition as a ‘social justice’ movement rather than an environmental one, 
are more subtle signals of this concerted effort to reframe the movement, so as to 
have an impact on its collective identity and thus its reach. This has included 
attempting to encourage Initiatives to give careful attention to the nature of their 
organisational practices. In The Transition Companion, Hopkins (2011a) draws on 
Cohen’s (2010) empirical work to point out how the way Initiative meetings are 
organised can make a Transition group excluding.
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In Danielle Cohen’s research on inclusion in Transition Stoke Newington, she 
interviewed a woman who stated that, although she had done the Transition 
Training, she found it hard being the only woman o f colour in the group. “I 
didn’t feel there were that many people like me.” But there were other 
aspects too which had to do with the meetings themselves. She found them 
inhibiting and what she termed “quite sit-downy”... “I often just found it really 
hard to talk”. She expressed a sense of disappointment in Transition, which 
was challenging to hear. (Hopkins 2011a: 97):
it is too early to say whether these attempts to reconstruct the identity of Transition in 
the UK, so as to better reflect the idealised inclusive image of the Transition 
movement, is increasing the diversity of membership. But what these attempts do 
illustrate is how a social movement organisation may actively attempt to shape and 
reshape a movement’s collective identity so as to create resonance with the 
imagined community presented in the framing. This is not so much a process of 
attempting to align the Network frame with those it is attempting to mobilize, although 
framing the movement as one focused on social justice could be seen as ‘bridging’. 
But essentially, it involves attempting to align public perceptions of movement identity 
with the movement’s preferred self image. Strategically it is still about mobilisation: 
attempting to improve the ability of the movement to recruit more people, more 
widely, through attracting a more diverse membership, and thus shifting the collective 
identity of the movement so that it is seen as more inclusive.
Contesting Transition movement identity
However, there has also been some explicit public contestation over the strategic 
consequences of attempting to create a movement identity based on the value of 
inclusion. This is because Network framing suggests that such an identity requires 
eschewing party politics and oppositional forms of collective action and promoting a 
strategy of constructive engagement with local government and business, strategy 
recommendations that have created debate both outside and within the movement. 
Though externally, the Transition approach has been greeted positively by some 
sympathisers, such as the journalist Madeleine Bunting (2009) of The Guardian, and 
John Papworth (2008) of Fourth World Quarterly, who respectively wrote of the 
‘politics of place’ and the small versus big (as opposed to left versus right) politics 
they see in Transition, such support has by no means been universal from those with 
an interest in sustainability issues in the UK.
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The positioning of Transition as non-confrontational and collaborative, with arguably 
a 'neo-communitarian' vision of ‘ecological citizenship’ (Kenis & Mathjis 2009a), has 
been critiqued by a few academics (Kenis & Mathjis 2009a, Scott-Cato & Millier 
2009). The concern often is that the movement runs the risk of ‘potential 
accommodation of the current status quo’ (Smith 2011:104). There have been 
similar critiques from a number of left-leaning, empathetic activists [e.g. Ted Trainer 
(2010), Sophie Andrews (2008)]. The most extensive has been a forty-page report 
by the Trapese Collective (2008), entitled The Rocky Road to a Real Transition. This 
argued that the Transition movement was in danger of being co-opted by the very 
system it was challenging because it did not clearly identify the problem as the 
capitalist economy, refused to take a stand against oppression and injustice in 
solidarity with other groups, and failed to recognise the power at play in the current 
status quo: ‘How can we talk about climate change and peak oil and not deal with 
politics or side with communities struggling against the expansion of fossil fuel 
infrastructure’ (Trapese Collective 2008: 6).
Hopkins has responded to some of these critiques by ‘critical friends’ through his 
Transition Culture blog (Hopkins 2008c, 2008d), arguing that the disagreements lie in 
‘diverging opinions of how change happens’ (Hopkins 2008c), in other words, 
different perspectives on strategy, as well illustrated by Greer’s concerns (2008). He 
suggests first that system-change requires everyone to come on board, and that 
being explicit about the scale and possible direction of change needed will 
marginalise it to the committed few, and thus condemn it to failure before it begins. 
Second, he argues, that no-one -  not even the environmental movement -  has all 
the answers and thus the process must be open, inclusive and experimental, rather 
than prescriptive. But in an interview with Frank Aragona (Agroinnovations 2009) 
entitled ‘The (a)Politics of Transition Culture’, Hopkins provides another take on his 
thinking about Transition strategy. Responding to a comment from the interviewer 
that there is surely a need for undermining capitalist systems of power, Hopkins 
quotes Shiva Vandana to contend that these systems function because we give them 
our support. He suggests that the Transition movement is a way of withdrawing 
support positively, rather than succumbing to a structures-are-too-powerful mindset.
These arguments over strategy are, however, also arguments about the nature of 
green collective identity, and the values and lifestyles this implies. This is illustrated 
particularly well in a blog critique presented by Alex Steffan (2009). Here he claimed
142
Creating Transltioners: Mobilisation and the dilemmas of Transition movement identity
that Transition is a ‘dark green’ movement that encourages small individual actions 
that make no difference: ‘All over the world, groups of people with graduate degrees, 
affluence, decades of work experience, varieties of advanced training and 
technological capacities beyond the imagining of our great-grandparents are coming 
together, looking into the face of the apocalypse... and deciding to start a seed 
exchange or a kids clothing swap’ (Steffan 2009). Instead he favoured a ‘bright 
green’ version based on creating technological solutions to environmental problems 
that thus preserves current lifestyles. This melding of identity with strategy was 
highlighted for me when I heard an academic, who was giving a seminar on his 
global environmental policy work, exclaim that one of his motivations for his research 
was that he did not want to be planting nut-trees in Totnes, his image of what the 
Transition movement represented.
Within the movement, one of the more striking examples of the debates that are 
occurring around strategy and movement identity has been the discussion about the 
movement’s response to the British coalition government’s ‘Big Society’ agenda, and 
how much the movement should engage with this policy direction. Lipman joked at 
one meeting I attended that when he first heard about it, he felt that the government 
had stolen Transition’s approach. Hopkins (2010b) has attempted to distinguish the 
government’s strategy from Transition’s by arguing that the first is best described as 
‘localism’, focused on decentralising decision-making and governance, whereas 
Transition strategy is one of ‘localisation’, which is about the nature of the economy 
and social life. The Network held a one day workshop to debate the merits of 
engaging with the ‘Big Society’ agenda. Based on discussions which weighed up 
whether this offered an opportunity for Transition to have greater impact, against 
fears of cooption into a political programme involving cuts to state services, the 
decision was taken to leave it to Initiatives to decide when it was appropriate to 
engage at the local-level, in order to pursue Transition goals.
Another interesting illustration of the internal debates over movement identity and 
strategy, as they relate to the value of inclusion that underpins the Transition 
imagined community, was a discussion thread on Transition Culture, prompted by 
some notes made by a member of Transition Norwich about Transition and activism 
(Du Cann 2011 ). Du Cann (2011 ) suggested that there were times when local 
Initiatives might want or need to support oppositional direct action. Hopkins 
published her comments on his website (ibid), ‘Transition Culture’, inviting
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discussion, but responded himself that adopting a strategy of direct action might put 
people off joining the movement.
However, I know of times when Initiatives have decided to take a position in relation 
to government policy, or the actions of a corporation. I was involved in one 
discussion about whether a Transition Initiative should join a union-organised county- 
wide protest against government cuts. There was debate as to whether such action 
was within the spirit of Transition, because it challenged the non-oppositional and 
non-political nature of the movement’s identity as reaffirmed in the meeting: the 
decision was still to sign-up. But more reluctant members suggested that the 
Transition message in doing so was that there is a need to push for local solutions to 
the financial crisis which the campaign saw as the cause of the cuts.
The essence of this debate was illustrated in an organised discussion which focused 
on ‘activism and Transition’ at a regional Transition meeting I attended. Here 
activism was defined implicitly as direct protest action, and the example of Transition 
Montpelier’s support for a campaign against the establishment of a Tesco 
supermarket was raised. This had turned into what the speaker, introducing the 
subject, called ‘the first Tesco riots’ which, though not the result of Transition Initiative 
action, had led to hostile questions about their role. A couple in the discussion raised 
concerns that if Transition was seen to be embracing such strategies this would 
impact on the movement’s ability to draw in ‘Middle England’ and, at local level, 
speak to the Conservative councilor. In essence, the fear was that including direct 
action strategies within the movement’s approach would create a collective identity 
that would inadvertently exclude the mainstream and prevent strategic negotiations 
with the existing regime; moreover, it would undermine the value of inclusion on 
which the current ‘imagined community of Transition -  and associated strategies -  
are founded: for some, it seemed to violate their sense of ‘who we are’. This shows 
how intertwined movement identity and strategy are within Transition in the UK.
But at the individual-level, movement identity and strategy are also interlinked with 
personal identity. The equation of activism with direct action, a form of strategy 
largely eschewed within the Transition movement because of its association with 
confrontational protest, may explain why the term ‘activist’ was not widely used by 
those I interviewed. Indeed one member -  in the context of explaining why she 
thought her Initiative had collapsed -  explicitly characterised herself as a ‘non­
activist’ in an email, though identifying other in the group as ‘activists’. David below
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expressed annoyance when he was identified as an environmental activist by the 
local paper.
I never got involved in anything green before. I was really pissed off when I 
wrote to the Place A Herald and told them that I was going to be showing 
these films at the (arts centre), and they said ‘green campaigner David X \ I ’m 
not a green campaigner, I ’m just an ordinary bloke, how dare you label me as 
something, those weirdos over there. I ’m Just, you know, an ordinary person 
who’s woken up a bit. (David, Transition Initiative A)
Many of those that I knew within the movement who had been involved in some kind 
of campaign or direct action whilst a member of Transition, had done so as part of 
another group. It seemed therefore that it was through stepping out of the collective 
identity of Transition, putting on a ‘different hat’ as it was put in one discussion, that 
activists who were involved in Transition felt able to participate in activities that were 
not seen as part of Transition’s approach. Transition’s identity. However, there have 
also been instances where Transition member involvement in other activities beyond 
Transition have been perceived as potentially problematic for the Transition Initiative, 
particularly where the individuals are prominent in the Initiative: in one Initiative 
concerns were apparently raised when the founder decided to stand for the Green 
Party at a local election; in another Initiative there was debate as to whether the 
Green Party logo should appear at a Transition event because of the involvement of 
one of the members in both, with the decision eventually taken that it should not 
because it might suggest that the Initiative had a particular political alignment. There 
was a similar ‘controversy’ in another Initiative where one member agreed in principle 
to the idea of having a Green party stall at an event (though he himself was an active 
member of another political party), but the event coordinator disagreed because of 
‘this ethos that we’re a non-political organisation’.
A more implicit internal contestation over the nature of Transition’s green collective 
identity and associated strategy emerged through a number of the interviews I 
conducted. In analysing them, I discerned two potentially conflicting aspects of the 
green collective identity that is emerging: that of green alternative lifestyles, and that 
o f ‘professional’ (Harry, Transition Initiative C) environment-related expertise. The 
tension between these two green identities again revolves around issues of strategy 
and the value of inclusion. The former is associated with the Inner Transition
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dimension of the movement and its personal internally-focused activities, and the 
latter with the Outer Transition dimension and its external community-focused action.
Within Network framing, as the last Chapter indicated, these two elements of the 
Transition approach are integrally linked, a facet that appears to be appreciated by 
many within the movement. This was particularly well-illustrated in an exercise at the 
2009 Transition annual conference. The two hundred or so participants were asked 
to position themselves along a line between two points, representing Inner and Outer 
Transition respectively, according to which they felt was more important and to what 
degree. Although there was a wide spread all along the line, there was a particular 
bunching in the middle where Inner and Outer Transition met, suggesting many saw 
them as equally important. But even for those who see one as more important than 
the other, there is often a recognised connection. For instance, one interviewee 
talked about the 10:10 groups his Initiative was attempting to implement to 
encourage low carbon behaviour change.
... we Ve discovered that it takes inner motivation and inner transition to 
actuaily get engaged in a 10:10 group... because obviously at the moment 
without government incentives and rewards for behaving in a green way, 
there’s a lot o f perverse situations where it’s cheaper to go by car or cheaper 
to go by plane, or so many things like that which basically mean that most 
people don’t really want to get involved in 10:10 because they sort of you 
know think ‘why should we’, I suppose. ... / think there is this psychological, 
spiritual dimension which is really important, and is unresolved because our 
society is so confused about it, that they’re living with this sort o f paradigm of 
the growth economy and the fact that they’re somehow entitled to this 
lifestyle, other parts o f the world aren’t, but we are, and we’re living with that. 
...W e need something, a convincing way of looking at the world which we 
can build round to get a sustainable future. And I think a big dimension of 
that is spiritual... (Bob, Transition Initiative J)
Since the two strategies of Inner and Outer Transition are integrally connected within 
Network framing, then this might suggest that so are the two emerging green 
collective identities of alternative green lifestyler and professional environmental 
expert I have identified. But I would argue that there is evidence that they are pulling 
the movement in different directions, and whilst, so far, these two identities have 
been able to co-exist within the movement, it has sometimes created strategic
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tensions at both the local and international level. These tensions relate not only to 
the degree an individual identifies with the respective green collective identities, 
evidence again of how personal and collective identities are intertwined, but to 
whether being involved in Transition is perceived as being a ‘radical’ departure from 
the norm, and therefore potentially off-putting to those who are seen as more 
‘mainstream’, as Rachel puts it below, or ‘ordinary’, as David put it earlier.
I think we’ve got to think about we’re trying to reach mainstream people, it’s 
not just us radicals, but this should be for everybody, there’s all types of
people around. Because it is quite out there, the whole Transition thing. ’
(Rachel, Transition Initiative E)
Tim, from the same Initiative, talked about how some members of their steering 
committee were worried that developing a focus on ‘Inner Transition’, drawing on 
eco-psychology and green spirituality, might ‘scare the public away’. A similar point 
was made by Hopkins (2010c) himself in a Transition Culture post, responding to a 
proposal from a member of Transition US, Michael Brownlee, that they needed to 
create a distinctively North American version of Transition which was more explicitly 
spiritually-based. Interestingly Brownlee called this desired American version a 
‘Deep Transition’, echoing Naess’ development of the philosophy of ‘deep ecology’ 
(1995) that inspired debate over strategy within the environmental movement of the 
1970s and 1980s.
But it was the equation of the movement and its members with a social identity that 
appeared in the late 1960s, that of ‘hippy’, that alerted me to the emergence of an 
‘alternative’ green lifestyle collective identity within the movement: ... we’re not 
hippies’ (Caroline, Transition Initiative F). ‘I think that hippy ideas are very through .. 
the movement, the New Age hippy ideas’ (Kevin, Transition Initiative F, in response 
to Caroline). Applied by a number of my interviewees, the term ‘hippy’ was used not 
only to convey a sense of a radical and progressive politics within the movement, but 
also the spiritual orientation reflected in Network framing and Initiative action related 
to ‘Inner Transition’. Though not always pejoratively used, there was a sense that 
the incorporation of this marginal social identity into the collective identity of the 
movement risked limiting its appeal and thus compromising not only its strategy of 
inclusion, but its effectiveness.
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Most people I know that are in Transition are, you know, willy-washy liberal 
type person, the hippy, you know, the alternative type. ... that’s the appeal. ... 
to become a Transitioner, you’ve got to, if you’ve got reaily hard-line right- 
wing beliefs,... they’d ... have to wash away, I think. (Jake, Transition 
Initiative C)
. . . it  does feel a bit hippy-ish a iot o f the time ...what I mean by hippy people 
...is  that they’re the people who are perhaps traditionally more interested in 
environmental issues, and so they wiii be there no matter what, but I feel as if, 
if  we take a very spiritual take on everything, then that is where it excludes 
other people, if it’s solely about that. (Avril, Transition Initiative F)
... T7%B] does have ... a negative taste in the town... [as] hippy-dippy, self- 
righteous, superior, middie-ciass. ... And you have to work with that. .... 
There’s no point in trying to prove them wrong. Where would you start? The 
only thing you can do is do the good stuff, and not wave to hard, and not flag 
it up as us all the time... (Chloe, Transition Initiative B)
...I do find it attracts people that are these particularly woo woo, fluffy, all we 
have to do is look at ourselves, you know type, and they are what I would say 
a people who are very ungrounded, i.e. they don’t know how to translate that 
whole internal directed approach into how we are in the outer world and what 
we do. ... her [a Friends of the Earth member] comment was, ‘oh all these 
Transition people in [Place X] are absolute nutters you know, they are loonies 
almost, they are modern day hippies’, this whole concept that they are not 
actually connected with the realities of life. ... So they’re people who question 
the status quo, but they question it outside an established framework. And I 
think that’s fantastically important, but it’s a very difficult line to tread, and it 
requires a certain maturity to do that, and I think that’s probably something 
that the Transition movement will have to learn in the same way as any 
movement does, is how to achieve and maintain credibility. (Jessica,
Transition Initiative M^)
 ^Though she had been involved in ‘kicking-off a Transition Initiative, she did it from the perspective 
o f not wanting to get involved herself, having already been involved with another local environmental 
group. As such she spoke more as an outside observer o f the movement, than as a participant.
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But Jessica’s description of the movement’s emerging collective identity is very 
different from that portrayed in a number of the other interviews, where the emphasis 
was on the experience, professionalism and practical knowledge to be found within 
the respective Transition Initiative, as the quotations below illustrate. This suggests 
to me that there is another green collective identity also emerging within the 
movement, that of professional environmental expertise.
[X] who is a member o f our group, is an engineer, is knowledgeable about the 
whole subject... plus we have a woman, [Y], who is on the government 
climate change committee, who has done us another document about the 
various grants and subsidies available for energy efficiency measures. (Tim, 
Transition Initiative E)
... what you’ve got is some pretty, there are at least three... engineers in this 
[energy] group, most of the people involved are... professional people. (Lucy, 
Transition Initiative Q)
Yeah, quite a few of us have done permacuiture introductions, one o f us is a 
landscape architect and the tree nursery, there’s a trained horticulturist... who 
is massively knowledgeable about that sort of thing. (Ella, Transition Initiative 
S)
Cultivating a collective identity of expertise and professionalism at the Initiative level 
played a strategic role for a number of the Initiatives, helping to build the credibility of 
which Jessica spoke earlier, particularly with the local council. For a couple of the 
Initiatives where I interviewed activists the development of such a collective identity 
appears to have been important in the evolution of their action strategy: their local 
councils actively turned to these Initiatives when they wanted input on environment- 
related issues, possibly partly because both of these Initiatives had the active 
involvement of council members. By building on the social and cultural capital 
members brought, the aim was to be seen as a ‘rational and constructive voice 
coming from the community’, as Liam (Transition Initiative K) put it, thus establishing 
the potential efficacy of local Transition activities based on the knowledge that 
underpinned them.
Constructing a collective identity of professionalism and expertise was therefore 
partly about the public face of Transition. In one Initiative meeting I attended, where
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the design for a logo for the group was discussed, one member wanted a graphic 
that looked professional, in contrast, to the hand-drawn green-coloured image used 
by Transition Town Totnes which she felt did not convey the image the group should 
promote. But it was also about the nature of the movement, its private face. As a 
number of the earlier quotations suggest, the preference of some members was to be 
associated with a movement that has a collective identity of professionalism and 
expertise, rather than of alternative (radical and spiritual) green lifestylers. This was 
largely because of the assumed impact on membership recruitment and mobilisation 
that adopting an unpopular marginal collective identity might have, but also, for a few, 
because it was seen as better reflecting their personal identities. However, the two 
emerging collective identities also reflect two different action strategies of Inner and 
Outer Transition, which whilst linked, often involve different activities, different 
thematic groups and, I suspect from what I have seen, the participation of somewhat 
different (though overlapping) groups of people.
In summary, then, an imagined community of Transition, which inspires a sense of 
belonging, is beginning to appear, as denoted by the gradually increasing use of the 
term Transitioner’. This imagined community is based on Network framing, which 
provides an understanding of the meaning of Transition as being about community- 
based collective action for a more resilient future, a definition that appeared to be 
widely shared by the activists to whom I spoke: it was these elements of the framing 
that had largely attracted them to become actively involved, as we saw earlier in the 
chapter. Creating such a sense of community is likely to be important in sustaining 
the high-cost activism that Transition requires. But the creation of the Transition 
imagined community is still very much a work in progress that involves negotiation 
over local-level boundaries.
Despite the lack of clear personified protagonists and antagonists and the valuing of 
inclusion (and thus diversity), the ecological content of the Transition Network 
framing and related boundary work, together with how the framing is conveyed and 
by whom, are having actual outcomes in terms of membership of the movement.
The social identities of many of those who are being recruited are reinforcing the 
image of Transition as an environmental movement of (and thus possibly for) the 
white middle classes that the Network has inadvertently constructed. Outside the 
movement, the socio-demographic aspects of this emerging collective identity have 
been seen as problematic by some potential allies because of a perceived risk that 
the movement will simply reproduce existing social inequalities and divisions. The
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dangers of remaining what Barr and Devine-Wright (2012) have called a ‘niche 
movement' have also caused wide concern amongst Transition activists because it is 
contrary to the value of inclusion that is a prominent facet of Transition’s mobilising 
strategy, and which helps to set the movement apart.
It is therefore no surprise that the Network has been actively attempting to reshape 
this collective identity in order to make it more diverse, thus both better aligning it 
with the imagined community conjured up in Transition framing, and achieving its 
strategy of broad appeal. The non-oppositional strategies promoted by the Network 
that eschew confrontational direct action and party politics, though contested both 
within and beyond the movement, have therefore been supplemented with the two- 
year employment of a Diversity Officer and metaphorical changes to how the 
movement is portrayed.
But it is the environmental nature of the movement’s emerging collective identity, 
whether it represents alternative green lifestyles or professional environmental 
expertise that is potentially creating divergence within the movement in relation to 
strategy. A few interviewees suggested that the spiritual and hippy aspects of the 
alternative green lifestyle identity were potentially off-putting to the mainstream, and 
thus are likely to impact negatively on mobilization. However, it is possible that the 
collective identity of professional expertise, whilst being useful for garnering influence 
with local powerholders, may reinforce the middle-class image of the movement and 
therefore also serve to exclude some. Though the strategies of Inner and Outer 
Transition, associated with the two green collective identities respectively, are seen 
as integrally linked within the movement, they both potentially create dilemmas in 
relation to mobilisation, and reflect action strategies that are often pursued 
separately.
There is some evidence that a few activists at the Initiative level are dealing with the 
dilemmas of collective identity though strategic employment -  or not, as the case 
may be -  of the Transition label, depending on who they are attempting to attract and 
the nature of the participation they hope to inspire: using the Transition label when 
attempting to recruit ‘like-minded’ people into the movement by portraying the 
Transition imagined community; its abandonment when attempting to attract people 
to participate in Transition activities that are promoting certain everyday practices 
that the movement would like to be universally adopted (e.g. shopping at a local 
farmer’s market). But this can cause tensions.
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In particular, what this section has shown is that the formation of movement identity 
is not only a process (Melucci 1995), but an important mobilising strategy which is 
both fraught with dilemmas (Jasper 2004) and difficult to steer, involving as it does 
the elision of personal, social and collective identities, interwoven with particular 
action strategies. Although the Network does not deliberately cultivate a politics of 
identity, the movement is involved in a struggle over what transition means in 
practice. This provides not only the substance of the cultural politics in which the 
movement is embroiled, and therefore challenges its ability to be inclusive. It also 
forms the basis of internal and external contestations about the nature of the 
movement and what this means for strategy, which contribute to the dynamic nature 
of its collective identity.
Conclusion
Through exploring Transition experience, this chapter has thrown light on the 
sometimes nebulous concept of collective identity and how this might relate to 
movement strategy. It has found that Transition movement identity, reflected in the 
approach and values expressed through the framing, is important in mobilising 
activist engagement because it appeals to elements of activist aspirations and values 
which are part of their personal identity. Individual activists may not always feel 
allegiance to all that Transition represents. But the appearance of the appellation, 
Transitioner’, within the movement to describe those actively involved, denotes a 
sense of belonging to the collective of Transition, at least among some activists.
This ‘cognitive’ and individual-focused aspect of Transition collective identity (Polletta 
& Jasper 2001) is, I believe, usefully captured in the term imagined community, 
borrowed from Anderson (1991). The development of an imagined community is, I 
argue, strategically important in maintaining the high-cost activism that the Network 
advocates because it is based on ties of support, obligation and distinction. Looking 
at levels of participation in Transition Initiatives, I show that the aim of mobilising 
strategies at the local-level is to attract the involvement of ‘active’ members (what I 
call ‘activists’) who wiii organise community-oriented activities, the movement’s action 
strategy. However, this is a challenge because of the time and energy this form of 
activism requires. I therefore argue that sustaining participation requires activists not 
only to have a strong sense of affinity with the form of action strategy advocated
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through the framing, as evidenced by my interviews with Transition activists, but a 
sense of belonging to the Initiative and/or the movement that the concept of imagined 
community suggests.
However there is also evidence in Network efforts to construct movement identity of 
the usefulness of understanding the development of movement collective identity as 
an ongoing and contested process (Melucci 1995), the outcome of which is fluid, 
multiple and inconsistent (McDonald 2002, Jordan 2005). Of particular note are the 
Network’s strategic attempts to reconstruct the socio-demographic elements of 
Transition’s collective identity because the social identities of many of those who 
have been recruited are creating an image of the movement as white and middle- 
class. This suggests that the nature of movement identity is influenced by, and 
intertwined with, the personal and social identities of those who become involved. 
What is striking in Transition’s case is that this is contributing to the development in 
the UK of a movement identity that does not completely reflect its inclusive self- 
image on which its imagined community is based, a feature that is seen as 
problematic within the movement.
In other words, whilst constructing a collective identity that is attractive to potential 
adherents is an important mobilising strategy, the outcome is unpredictable and not 
always that which is desired. As Jasper’s (2004) hypothesis about the strategic 
dilemmas posed by collective identity for a movement suggest, this is particularly 
acute for Transition in that the aim is to attract a diverse audience, unlike many New 
Social Movements, such as the civil rights and women’s movements, which 
deliberately claim representation of particular social groups. In contrast. Transition’s 
strategies attempt to eschew such identity politics by creating, as Seyfang and 
Haxeltine (2010) have suggested, a ‘green’ collective identity that is attractive to all.
However, there is evidence that there are two potentially divergent ‘green identities’ 
emerging within the movement, that of green alternative lifestyle and that of 
professional environmental expertise, which whilst not necessarily dichotomous, are 
associated not only with different action strategies of Inner and Outer Transition 
respectively, but often appear to appeal to different people. This reflects the 
collective identity literature which suggests that movement strategies (including 
frames) are not simply instrumental choices based on constructed analysis of political 
opportunities (or potential activist values), but important expressions of ‘who we are’, 
dynamic and negotiated though this sense is. Though not a movement problem in
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itself, because of the framing of the need for, and links between, both Inner and 
Outer Transition -  The Heart & Soul and Head & Hands of Transition -  there are 
signs of contestation over these two emerging green collective identities. This is due 
partly to there being activists who personally identify with one and not the other. It is 
also because of perceptions about what the implications are for the efficacy of 
movement mobilisation and action, particularly in a dominant social context which is 
seen as favouring a more mainstream, less spiritual ‘outer’ dimension.
This suggests that the creation of movement identity involves iterations both between 
collective identity and strategy, and between collective identity and activist personal 
and social identities. So whilst I argue that the construction of movement identity is a 
key, but emergent, mobilising strategy required to sustain high-cost action strategies, 
the processes involved make the outcomes particularly unpredictable. One of the 
key dilemmas is to attempt to ensure that the collective identity that emerges does 
not impact negatively on the movement’s ability to further mobilise people and 
collective action. It also suggests that the construction of imagined communities is 
likely to be an important strategy in the development of grassroots green niches in 
order to provide protected spaces for social innovations to thrive, but that at the same 
time this may create a barrier to translation for, and take-up of, green niche practices 
by the regime.
Whilst the Transition Network has attempted to overcome this with an inclusive 
agenda that argues that we are all in this together, there is a sense amongst some 
activists that it is the unaware or unconverted who are the problem and therefore 
need to be addressed. This, together with the cultural politics inherent in the 
Transition framing of a localised low carbon future achievable through community 
action, makes the unusual movement ambition of appealing to all difficult to achieve. 
This is partly because Transition involves identifiable strategic goals, unlike the anti­
globalisation movement for instance, which is often seen as being representative of 
very diverse interests (Chesters & Welsh 2006).
However, this does not preclude the possibility of Transition rising above pre-existing 
social categories of stratification to involve a broader demographic, although the 
nature of the current emerging collective identity does make this task challenging. 
Eschewing the Transition label may therefore be a strategic choice in certain 
situations, as has occurred in at least a couple of Transition Initiative activities of 
which I am aware. Indeed, implicit within the spectrum of participation identified
154
Creating Transltioners: Mobilisation and the dilemmas of Transition movement identity
earlier, there are two forms of involvement within Transition that may be usefully 
separated in order to deal with the dilemmas of Transition collective identity: that of 
organising community-based activities (e.g. creating a car-share project) and that of 
engaging in those activities (using a car-share set up by a Transition Initiative). For 
the first the development of a strong Transition (imagined) community may be helpful 
in sustaining Transition activist organisers; for the second, reference to a Transition 
collective identity may be unnecessary, even counter-productive, if the aim is to 
appeal beyond ‘the usual suspects’.
Yet despite evidence that suggests Transition in the UK has yet to mobilise 
communities en masse in most places where an Initiative is located, the movement 
has managed, as Chapter 7 will show, to mobilise an impressive array of community 
action in the UK, based on, as this chapter has illustrated, relatively few, but very 
dedicated, activists at the local level. How this has been organised is the subject of 
the next chapter.
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Chapter Six
Developing Initiatives:
Transition’s mobilising structure and modes of (community) organising
Introduction
In this chapter, I draw on two related concepts, that of ‘mobilising structure’
(McAdam, McCarthy & Zald 1996) and that of ‘modes of organising’ (Tarrow 2011 ), 
to explore how the Transition movement is organised in order to deliver community 
action in pursuit of a low carbon and resilient future. The reason for this focus is that 
Tarrow (2011 ) implies that the ways a movement is organised is strategically related 
to the action strategies it adopts. As we saw in the chapter on Network framing, the 
core strategy advocated by the Network to achieve its aims is the development of 
place-based Transition Initiatives, in essence the establishment of a particular 
networked form of ‘mobilising structure’. This is a strategy that is portrayed as 
important both for recruiting members through awareness-raising events, and for 
creating local-level sustainability-related plans and activities. As such, establishing 
an Initiative represents a mobilising strategy, the focus of which is not only engaging 
people locally, but generating community action as a result, providing a link between 
mobilising and action strategies. This chapter therefore aims to provide some insight 
into what this strategy of establishing and evolving an Initiative has involved, based 
on activist experiences, and what this suggests about Transition’s mobilising 
structure and modes of organising.
The concept of mobilising structure, as the literature review suggested, was first used 
to suggest that new movements tend to draw their membership from pre-existing 
networks and groups, and as we saw in the last chapter this is, to some extent, the 
case with Transition as well. But it has also been used to draw attention to how a 
movement is structured, the different elements of its organisation and how they 
interact, in order to mobilise people in pursuit of certain types of action. It is in this 
sense that I use the term. In exploring Transition’s mobilising structure, I am 
therefore interested in understanding Transition’s organisational form. The concept 
of modes of organising has a similar meaning, but I believe there is a subtle 
difference in that it focuses attention on the approaches taken to organise collective 
action within a movement, highlighting the style of not only internal but external 
organisational relations. In particular, this involves understanding the roles adopted 
by different elements of the mobilising structure to achieve movement goals.
156
Developing initiatives: Transition’s mobiiising structure and modes of (community) organising
As we saw in the literature review, Tarrow (2011) recognised only two modes of 
movement organising (and associated mobilising structure) in Copenhagen during 
the UN climate change talks of 2010: that o f ‘professionalised’ (often hierarchical) 
NGOs attempting to influence and negotiate on treaty outcomes with political actors, 
and that of autonomous direct action groups demonstrating on the streets. However, 
the Transition Network, with its strategy of localised low carbon community-based 
action, was also present there: both Naresh Giangrande and Sophy Banks (who set 
up Transition Training and Consultancy under the Transition Network umbrella) 
spoke at the Klima Forum. I would therefore contend that Transition represents a 
third mode of organising that is missing from Tarrow’s (2011) typology. This mode of 
organising aims to facilitate community action, and, in Transition’s case at least, is 
based on a federated, networked structure that falls between the supposed horizontal 
autonomy of direct action groups and the vertical engagement of NGOs,. This 
provides the substance of the argument in this chapter.
What this chapter therefore focuses on is not only the organisation of the Transition 
movement, its mobilising structure, but how local activists are then attempting to 
organise community-based action, in essence its modes of co/nmun/fy organising^ 
Thus the chapter starts with an exploration of the nature of Transition organisational 
structure at movement and Initiative-levels, before turning to the roles Transition 
Initiatives are adopting to organise collective action at the local level, exploring in the 
process the modes of organising inherent therein. But it is worth highlighting first that 
the underlying premise of this chapter is that the organisational form adopted within 
Transition represents a third mobilising strategy, evidence for which is provided in the 
following quotation from Hopkins. What is particularly interesting about this quotation 
is that Hopkins suggests that the rationale for adopting an ‘organisational design’ is 
to facilitate and demonstrate ‘’belonging’ to an idea’, thus linking this strategy to that 
of constructing a movement identity that was explored in the last chapter.
Transition is based on a range of influences and ideas, which have shaped 
what it is now... The foliowing have been a particular inspiration...
• Various models of organisational design, including Chaordic, the modei 
that underpins Visa, where ‘belonging’ to an idea is made as simple as 
possible, with a simple purpose and a set of principles which, if you agree 
with them, means you are part o f the larger process... (Hopkins 201 la :
77).
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Federating Transition
This section explores the nature of the movement’s mobilising structure, and how this 
relates to movement strategy in light of differing perspectives on whether the 
movement is hierarchical or not. Scott-Cato and Millier (2009) suggest that the 
spread of Transition, facilitated through the use of open access wiki websites and 
conferences, is representative of Deleuzian ‘micro-political’ associational forms. 
These, they argue, are ‘rhizomic’ in nature in that they resemble an ‘underground 
network’ of extended ‘multiple branching shoots’ that provide an alternative way of 
social organising to the tree-like structure of the hierarchical state. In contrast to this 
image of Transition as a loose, horizontal structure (Scott-Cato and Millier 2009, 
Bailey et al 2010) are arguments that it is top-down (Connors and McDonald 2010) 
and rigidly formal (Fergusson 2009, Padilla 2010) with a centrally-imposed ‘grand 
narrative’ of climate change and peak oil that is necessarily limiting (Smith 2011) and 
which potentially undermines what Fergusson (2009) calls its ‘radical impulse’.
Drawing on both Network descriptions of movement history and local activist 
experiences of establishing individual Transition Initiatives, the section argues that 
the Transition mobilising structure at movement level is best understood as a loosely 
federated network, the evolution of which is based on strategies of sporing and 
tailoring Initiatives. This is reminiscent of the metaphor of the development of 
Transition Initiatives put forward by Hopkins and Lipman (2009:13) in their document 
outlining the role of the Transition Network that was quoted in the conclusion of 
Chapter 4 on Network framing: here they depicted the emergence of Initiatives as an 
organic process comparable to that of ‘spores in a petri dish’ enwrapped in a cell 
membrane provided by the Network. Whilst I would argue that the Network is better 
understood as the nucleus of this ‘cell’, positioned at the centre of the movement and 
instrumental in creating the framing which I believe provides the movement’s 
membrane, either analogy implies power and a certain degree of control.
However, from the perspective of the development of individual Initiatives, the 
Network tends to be peripheral both to everyday decisions and longer-term Initiative 
thinking or strategy. There is therefore a lot of variation in how individual Initiatives 
have evolved, based on the interests and interpretations of Transition and local 
context that activists bring. But there are also broad similarities, both in Initiative 
structure -  most have adopted the core and theme group structure advocated by the 
Network -  and in the action strategies adopted (as the next chapter will illustrate).
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reflecting the influence of Network framing of the Transition approach. The analysis 
therefore suggests that Initiatives, strategically tailored as a result of the personalised 
and franchised mobilising structures adopted at local level (as opposed to federated 
structure adopted at movement level), represent relatively autonomous variations on 
a theme: the approach or ‘model’ that is provided and adapted by the Network in light 
of Initiative experience. The movement’s mobilising structure thus falls between the 
supposedly autonomous and leaderless type adopted by direct action groups and the 
‘professionalised’ hierarchical from of most NGOs implied by Tarrow’s (2011 ) 
analysis of the ‘anti-globalisation’ movement in Copenhagen. Moreover, it supports a 
form of action strategy at local level that is fluid and evolving, rather than structured 
and pre-determined, because the activities emerge out of the enthusiasms of those 
who become involved, when perceived by the group as reflecting movement aims 
and identity.
Sporing Transition
Transition Town Totnes was ‘launched’ in September 2006, after almost a year of 
awareness-raising activities which involved showing films, talks and discussions, 
particularly about peak oil and its implications for Totnes. Transition Town Penrith 
also began to develop at this time, influenced by what was happening in Totnes, and 
in October 2006, Hopkins gave a talk to a fledgling group that was to become 
Transition Town Falmouth (Hopkins 2008a: 204). Hopkins and Ben Brangwyn 
decided to set up an organisation called Transition Network in order to encourage 
and support such emerging groups. This gained charitable status in late 2006. 
Funding was secured from the Tudor Trust in early 2007 which allowed this nascent 
organisation to rent an office, employ an office manager and start a website.
The Network’s website provided materials and resources for those interested in 
setting up a Transition Initiative, as well as simple wiki-based web-space for 
Transition Network recognised Initiatives to place information about themselves, and 
to communicate with their own members (though many Initiatives set up their own 
websites as well). These materials included a Google map which flagged the 
location of all individuals and groups who had contacted the Network to find out more 
about the Transition model. Though a flag could be generated based on one enquiry 
by one person, the map provided a graphic image of the Network claim that the 
movement was ‘going viral’ as flags popped up all over the UK, particularly in 
Southern England. By the beginning of 2010, there were over 150 ‘official’ Transition
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Initiatives in the UK, and another 150 abroad, and Transition Network Ltd. was 
employing eight staff, of whom six were part-time.
Transition Training and Consultancy was set up as a separate entity under the 
Network umbrella. Its main purpose was to develop and deliver training courses for 
Transition Initiative members on aspects of the evolving Transition approach and to 
provide support to organisations and businesses in thinking about how to make their 
operations more resilient to the threat of peak oil in particular. UK-based Transition 
trainers also ran ‘training of trainer’ courses in a number of countries, sometimes 
combined with speaking engagements that have involved promoting the Transition 
approach. Ben Brangwyn and Rob Hopkins, as well as other staff and board 
members of Transition Network travelled extensively in the UK to promote the 
movement and encourage the establishment of local groups.
As such, the movement does reflect the mode of organising that Tarrow (2011 ) 
describes for a number of nineteenth century US movements, where social 
movement organisation activists visited different areas to encourage the setting up of 
local ‘free spaces’ to encourage local people to take ‘initiative’. Organisationally, its 
mobilising structure therefore resembles a federated model of autonomous affiliates, 
more than that of a franchise where the priorities for community action are decided 
by the central organisation (McCarthy and Wolfson 1996). Whilst the Network has 
consciously been very important in steering overall movement strategy through its 
framing and reframing of the Transition approach, it has virtually no mechanisms for 
controlling Initiative-level action and decision-making. In practice, therefore individual 
Transition Initiatives have to-date been free to choose their own direction, and indeed 
been encouraged through Network framing to do so.
However, as those who suggest the movement is hierarchical usually point out, the 
Network has outlined a set of criteria for becoming an ‘official’ Transition Initiative. 
Brangwyn, in his description of these in The Transition Handbook (Hopkins 2008a: 
221), suggests they are designed to assist groups in understanding whether they are 
experienced and committed enough to take on the Transition mantle. Though the 
criteria are loose, in the sense that they are unverifiable in many instances (e.g. ‘a 
commitment to network with other communities in Transition or minimal conflicts of 
interests in the core team), the process does provide the Network with the power to 
say a local group can or cannot be a Network-recognised part of the movement.
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But a group does not have to become ‘official’ in order to use the name ‘Transition’, 
and although ‘mullers’ -  those that have not registered formally with the Network -  
have less access to Network support (e.g. involvement in projects that the Network is 
piloting), they can still attend training and conferences. Thus, through there is a 
limited two-tier structure, the Network has very little means to control what is done in 
the name of ‘Transition’, particularly among mullers. This lack of accountability 
mechanisms between Initiatives and Network runs both ways. The Network board is 
unelected, and Initiatives thus appear to have no formal way to sanction the Network 
should they wish. But this aspect of the Network’s constitution, as well as the fact 
that Initiatives do not pay a membership fee to the Network, have been highlighted by 
Lipman as aspects that are under ongoing review.
Moreover, the relationship between the Network and the sample of Initiatives I 
explored tended to be limited and loose, confined largely to a few emails, occasional 
attendance at Network training sessions or conferences, invitations for a Network 
speaker at a local event, and commenting on the Network website, or Hopkin’s blog. 
Transition Culture. Whilst a couple of the Initiatives did attempt to become involved 
in Network-led projects, this was the exception rather than the rule. Initiatives were 
basically self-governing entities, guided by Network framing which members 
interpreted in light of their particular circumstances and interests. As such. Network 
framing was largely perceived by activists to whom I spoke (see quotations below) as 
providing a flexible, ‘framework’ (Tim, Transition Town E) for action that was 
adaptable to local circumstances, rather than as a series of diktats, despite the 
seeming rigidity of the 12 Steps.
I sense that there’s an acceptance that everyone will be different and there is 
no very rigid formula that you have to follow, the twelve steps for example. 
(Graham, Transition Town F);
We’ve got this model, but it’s not like — when you’re working in a corporation 
or something where you have to go step, you don’t have much leeway. You 
have a model here, but it’s free to develop however you want to. (Rachel, 
Transition Town E)
(Caroline, Transition Initiative F): It should be like ... a do-what-you-want-with- 
it-and-take-it-where-you-want rather than you have to do it this way... (Kevin, 
Transition Initiative F, in response): I think they are. ...A  lot o f these networks
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are made for that.... for the running of local groups to do what they want, with
certain amounts o f support...
On closer examination, therefore, current Transition movement structure is best 
described as a decentralised (Tarrow 2011): place-based groups (a few of which pre­
date Transition) decide themselves to identify with the movement, and then agree 
what this means they will do in practice. In other words, the development of specific 
Initiatives is not decided and controlled centrally by the Network, as the term 
‘franchise’ usually suggests (McCarthy & Wolfson 1996). Thus, though the Network 
provides strategic guidance, the mobilising structure is based on a federated network 
which is more rhizomic than hierarchical in nature. There may be some loose links 
between Initiatives and the Network organisation in the centre, but just as likely there 
will be connections with other Initiatives, particularly those within the vicinity.
Although the links between Initiatives tend to be what I would call ‘weak ties’ 
(Granovetter 1973), characterised by occasional contacts by email or in person, 
individual Initiatives, sometimes with the support of the Network, have held regional 
meetings that have brought members of different Initiatives in an area together to 
share lessons and provide support. Indeed, the Network criteria for becoming an 
‘official’ Transition Initiative include a willingness to provide mentorship to a less well- 
established group. The analogy of ‘sporing’ used by the Network therefore does 
provide a useful metaphor for the type of organising strategy adopted within 
Transition to spread the movement. As one activist explained to me: ... one of the 
staples of Transition movement is that, you know, it’s small and then it gets larger 
and as soon as it’s strong to break up into factions, it breaks up into factions, and as 
soon as that faction is strong enough to break up into factions [it does]’ (Charlotte, 
Transition Initiative D).
This federated organisational structure, based on a mobilising strategy of sporing, 
makes particular sense for Transition, with its overall strategic aim of localisation: 
developing local economies adapted to their local contexts is likely to require local 
organisations with local knowledge and commitment to take the lead. But for the 
movement to become a global phenomenon, as the Network’s desire for Transition to 
go ‘viral’ suggests, it requires a social movement organisation with an eye beyond 
the local scale, a strategy that is likely to be facilitated by a rhizomic structure that is 
underpinned, as David suggests in the quotation below, not by large financial 
resources but by a virtual presence on the internet.
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In August [2009] I looked at the [Transition Network] website and there were 
70 Transition Towns, official ones around the world. I looked last week and 
there are 230. So it’s got 300% in one year without any miliion doliar, multi­
million dollar marketing campaigns (David, Transition Initiative A).
Although there is an interesting scalar paradox in globalising localisation, as 
Transition is attempting to do, the importance of a strategy of sporing, rooted in a 
federated mobilising structure, is illustrated in the use of such metrics: the success of 
Transition mobilisation at movement level is measured in numbers of Initiatives, not 
numbers of individual members. This, I would argue, is because establishing 
Transition Initiatives is the core strategy promoted in Network framing to achieve 
localisation.
Tailoring Transition
Another key related Transition strategy, reflected both in Network framing and in 
activist interviews, is the tailoring of Initiatives to local circumstances, as this both 
demonstrates localisation in practice, and potentially increases an Initiative’s 
effectiveness: ... the things we’re working on are very obvious, and they’re the ones 
that we see everywhere, I mean they’re in the Transition thing, handbooks and so on, 
but they’re sort of tailored to what’s relevant to us, and what people have some 
energy to actually do something about, and where we’ve got some expertise and an 
opportunity to contribute’ (Liam, Transition Initiative K). It is not surprising therefore 
that the Network has made a virtue out of the variations in Transition Initiatives: for 
example, Hopkins (2009a) claimed in his TED talk that Transition is ‘sensitive to 
place and to scale’ and looks ‘very different in every place’. This section explores 
what contributes to these differences between Initiatives, arguing that it is the 
personalised and franchised mobilising structure adopted within many Initiatives® 
which has facilitated this strategy of tailoring.
The reason that tailoring is seen as an important strategy is explained with this 
quotation from Rachel (Transition Initiative E): ‘Every town is so individual... we all 
have different challenges in our localities .... so you have to have a different
Thus whilst the movement strueture as a whole is federated in nature, Initiative structure is often more 
like that o f a franchise (though this is by no means always the case, and within an Initiative, it can 
change over time).
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approach. And it’s all a different, unique set of people...’ This sense of the 
uniqueness of each Initiative was echoed by other activists: ... having visited a few 
places that have Transition Initiatives going, they have very different feels to them 
which seem to be to do with the local character’ (Geoff, Transition Initiative L).
Activist accounts highlighted two key elements which determined how an Initiative 
developed, beyond the guidance provided by Transition framing of the approach: 
those involved in the Initiative, the activists -  their interests, capabilities and 
availability -  and the local context, particularly opportunities, in which they are 
attempting to facilitate community action for Transition. But the point I am making 
here is that the ability of Initiatives to incorporate local context and member interests 
has been facilitated by the organisational structure adopted within many Initiatives. 
Most of those Initiatives I explored had followed Network advice on Initiative structure 
and had set up a core group or steering committee, and later one or more thematic 
sub-groups, such as for food, transport and/or energy. These sub-groups tended to 
meet independently, usually on a regular basis (often monthly), to develop and 
manage their own activities under the broader local Transition Initiative label.
Thus Initiative structure frequently appeared to replicate at local level the wider 
federated movement structure of loose affiliation and relative autonomy, although the 
links between the core group and sub-group tended to be greater, and in some 
instances, more contested than between Initiatives and the Network: "... new groups 
will form and come and let the central organisation [the core group] know what 
they’re doing, but won’t have to come and seek permission to exist or anything, 
they’re just a group of people who will start up and be doing something, and will 
attract people by the nature of what they’re doing’ (Matthew, Transition Initiative G). 
Though not universally adopted, such a mobilising structure allowed members to 
build on their particular areas of interest, again an element visible in Network framing 
of the Transition approach. This meant that Transition Initiative activity tended not to 
be the result of a pre-determined strategy, but a strategic response to member 
enthusiasms, availability and perceptions of what was feasible, as the quotation 
below suggests.
... / think that somebody started organising some outside speakers on sort o f 
food related topics, and somehow ... a group of us sort o f got together and 
cailed ourselves the Food Group. But then starting groups is part o f the sort 
of philosophy that, you know, somebody comes up with an interest and they
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run with it, you know, they start up groups: it’s not a sort ofpoiicy decision, it ’s 
just encouraging people’s interests and capitaiising on their enthusiasm. 
(Sally, Transition Initiative G)
Such a ‘self-directed’, as Sally put it, mobilising structure potentially provides the 
rewards for voluntary involvement on which the movement depends, by allowing 
activists to pursue their particular interests based on their availability, as again 
intimated by Sally (Transition Initiative G): ‘ ... I like the way that Transition is a very 
informal system and that you drop in and drop out and it’s entirely ... up to you and 
your interest in a particular aspect of, say, local food, as to how much effort you put 
into it...’ (Sally, Transition Initiative G). Indeed, as the quotation below suggests, the 
voluntary nature of participation, and the ebbs and flows of membership due to 
attrition from burn-out or other circumstances, were seen by some activists as 
necessitating a ‘fluid’ and unbureaucratic structure (David, Transition Initiative A) able 
to fluctuate with the ‘peaks and troughs’, as Rachel (Transition Initiative E) phrased it.
...the meeting last night threw up another three groups were needed and 
there appears to be a nucleus of people who are prepared to do something 
about it. So we’re stili very much evolving and weli I hope we continue to 
evoive and our leader, I don’t know whether he calls himself chairman or 
whatever, but I mean he was saying we shouldn’t look on it as a fixed 
structure of an organisation, it’s very much a floating organisation with groups 
shooting up here and possibly others dying ... and individuals taking a lead 
one minute and one year, and dropping out the next year because of 
somebody else is keener at that time. And I agree with that entirely, I think 
that has got to be so, you can’t Just keep plugging away, banging your head 
against a brick wail. (Matthew, Transition Initiative G)
However Sharon’s description below of how she started an Initiative food group not 
only illuminates how a federated mobilising structure and sporing strategy were 
adopted within the sub-group in order to organise community action, but how this can 
lead to mixed results. Moreover, she identifies some of the strategic questions the 
sub-group considered in the process
... ours was actually the first sub-group to start and that happened just by me 
sending round an e-mail and saying. I ’d like to start a Food Group, does 
anyone else wants to do that with me. And quite a few people got in touch,
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and we had sort o f an initial meeting, it went out on the mailing list. And you 
know quite a few of the meetings were just about what is it that we want to 
do? What do you, we think is achievable? What would make an impact? ... 
we decided that we wanted to work on a few specific projects, and the group 
kind of divided itself at that point, in order to, the idea was that, within the sub 
group there would be other working groups on specific projects. And that’s 
worked really weli in one case, worked badly in another, and nothing’s 
happened at all in the third! (Sharon, Transition Initiative N)
There were a number of challenges therefore raised by the often fluid, usually 
voluntary form of ‘people organising themselves’ (Barbara, Transition Initiative C) 
adopted within Transition Initiatives, that made at least a couple of activists I 
interviewed suggest there was a need to become ‘more organised’ (Caroline, 
Transition Initiative F): ‘when it comes to doing s tu ff... it has to be structured’ (Kevin, 
Transition Initiative F). In particular, the toing and froing of attendance could be 
disruptive: ‘The energy group ... it’s a bit of a haphazard group. It keeps having new 
people in and new people out. I like structure and organisation so I find it quite tricky 
to be involved.’ (Olivia, Transition Initiative B). Ella (Transition Initiative S) pointed to 
the similar frustrations of an activist in their transport group who found in ‘meetings 
that there would be different people at each one, you know, so people would come to 
one meeting and say yes ... I’ll research this, and then new people would come 
along to the next meeting, and so he felt like he was sort of treading water’.
There was also the uncertainty of whether something would get done even when 
someone had agreed to do it. Kevin and Caroline (Transition Initiative F) suggested 
that there was a need for minutes of meetings in order to get people to publicly agree 
to doing a task -  ‘we’ve got people to actually say they’ll do stufT (Kevin, Transition 
Initiative F) -  and then a need for follow-up. Barbara (Transition Initiative C) 
commented that the ‘incentives’ in Transition were different from dominant work 
structures, with her ‘experience’ suggesting that sometimes this meant an individual 
did more, and sometimes less, than if they had been paid.
But most of those I interviewed suggested, in one way or another, that the success of 
Transition activities depended not on the Initiative’s mobilising structure perse, but 
on the individuals mobilised to become involved. For instance, Sharon (Transition 
Initiative N) immediately followed up her statement above by saying: ‘And you know I 
think what’s happened is that, you know, the group’s completely down to individuals
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and how much time they have, how motivated they are, how confident they feel in 
sort of just getting stuff done', a sentiment that was reflected in many of my 
interviews. The quotation below also highlights the importance of what Tim 
(Transition Initiative E) called the ‘can-do, let’s-get-on-with-it sort of spirit’.
... when we formed groups, there was a big guy that said I would like to be 
the Coordinator of the (thematic) group. . ..when somebody was enthusiastic 
and proposing... let’s do something, you know, it was a bit like, the 
Coordinator himself was bringing it down and saying, oh it’s too difficuit, ohh, 
we can’t do it. So what happened is things got to a point... that you know it 
ali fizzied out. (Barbara, Transition Initiative C)
What this suggests is that Transition’s mobilising structure relies on a mode of 
organising that reflects the ‘personalized’ form identified by Lichterman (1995: 513) 
where a sense of community, of a Transition core or thematic group in this case, is 
based on integrating individual enthusiasms, in Lichterman’s words, ‘a strong 
individual voice into the whole’. As mentioned in the literature review, he argued that 
this was a mode of organising that is typical of white middle-class environmental 
groups in the US, and which differs from the more group-conciliatory style of many 
toxic waste groups that tend to be made up of ‘people of colour’. The preference for 
this mode of organising within Transition, the active incorporation of individual 
interests, may provide another reason as to why Transition’s emerging collective 
identity is white and middle class. But the main point here is that it suggests that the 
mobilising structure adopted at local-level is based on a mode of organisation that is 
personalised (to use the English spelling) and this helps to explain how the tailoring 
of Initiatives is achieved, as the following quotation from Harry (Transition Initiative C) 
highlights:
I think it’s fair to say I ’ve got a particular outlook on this.... It’s a question of 
what I ’m doing and that’s not standard in any way or corresponds to ... the 
way a lot o f people think [within the Transition Initiative], or what they’re 
doing, their activities.... The food group for example... the idea’s entirely 
different what they’re involved with... their perspective is entirely different.
But this personalised form of organising at Initiative-level may also exacerbate a 
sense of Initiative fragility that sometimes accompanied descriptions of the ebbs and 
flows of Initiative evolution. Incorporating a range of strong individual voices is not
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always easy, particularly when, as in many group settings, there are voices that are 
more dominant which can silence others: "... it’s important to get the group dynamics 
right, and I think sometimes we struggle in meetings where there are very vocal 
people who disrupt the meetings perhaps... with the best of intentions, because 
they... want their point across. But I think we work best as a group when people kind 
of stand back and let other people have their say too.’ (Avril, Transition Initiative F). 
This sentiment was echoed too by Hannah (Transition Initiative T):
One thing that was obvious was that, yes, there was .... very enthusiastic 
people. But being over-enthusiastic sometimes is as damaging as being non- 
enthusiastic at all. ... Because you have too many people. Everyone has his 
own opinion, his own plan and want everything now, and, I mean, you know, 
stepping on each other’s toes or getting offended because someone did that, 
you know. And at one point I realised we really needed some tools ... like 
group dynamics, being aware of certain things, you know, some ground rules, 
and finding a way of being democratic, but at the same time, having focus 
and having specific roles, so that you don’t waste the time, and eventually you 
can come to a conclusion when you need to. ... Because we had people 
dropping off and screaming, cursing everyone, you know. ...O r people 
leaving because I’m not heard; no-one listens to me; I never have a chance to 
speak. Or, you know, or actually I said I wanted this; why are we not doing it. 
And so on.’ (Hannah, Transition Initiative T).
The awareness of the potential damage that could occur as a result underpinned the 
sense of the fragile nature of Initiative structure: ‘And it may be that Transition 
[Initiative G] falls apart in a year, lose our tempers with each other, and Transition 
[Initiative G] disintegrates.’ (Ed, Transition Initiative G). I am aware of a few 
individuals who left their Transition Initiative because of tensions or disagreements 
with another or other members of the group. I also know of one Initiative which 
collapsed because of the degree of internal conflict over what one member described 
as different understandings of what sustainable living means; another member talked 
to me about how meetings of the core group were very fractious, therefore many 
representatives of the sub-groups did not go, making communication difficult.
This suggests that Transition Initiative meetings are not always experienced by all 
activists as safe and protected places in which to share opinions, although some 
Initiatives had deliberately put in place processes to attempt to deal constructively
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with conflict and/or make decision-making more transparent and inclusive. Charlotte 
(Transition Initiative D) talked about how prior to actively experimenting with a 
consensus approach to decision-making in her Initiative some of those who had been 
willing to commit a lot of time to the group had been put off by divisive ‘internal 
dynamics’. However, in another Initiative where ‘formal consensus’ was also being 
applied, one member questioned its validity for larger groups (though another 
Transition activist told me how it was used effectively at Climate camp meetings with 
hundreds of people) and felt that the process involved did not adequately 
acknowledge ‘dissent’. But Charlotte (Transition Initiative D) suggested that 
respectful listening to different opinions and showing appreciation for the work done 
by others was a factor in ‘reinvigorating’ and sustaining active participation, and I 
would argue that it is the incorporation of these elements in decision-making 
processes (rather than consensus per se) that is likely to be a particular imperative 
when a personalised mode of organising is adopted.
What is also interesting about the personalised mode of organising adopted in 
Transition Initiatives is that it is, as some earlier quotes have indicated, largely not 
leaderless, unlike the case of the US-based environmental organisations Lichterman 
(1995) studied. Often the core group and thematic groups will have a coordinator or 
chair, and many will have a variety of other identifiable roles and responsibilities that 
often include secretary and treasurer-type positions, typical of UK corporate and third 
sector governance structures. Sometimes these roles will be shared in order to 
spread the workload or to avoid too much concentration of power. But in essence 
Transition Initiatives often reproduce the dominant hierarchical model of governance, 
despite their loose and dispersed organisational structure (though I am aware of at 
least three Initiatives which have deliberately attempted to experiment with more 
egalitarian modes of organising including, as we saw earlier, through the adoption of 
consensus decision-making).
As Harry suggests below, this can be partly explained because this is the common 
practice for most associational forms recognised under the law in the UK. For 
instance, opening up a group bank account to access grant funding usually requires 
the creation of a constitution which has been signed by a chair, a secretary and a 
treasurer who are then seen as legally responsible for funds in the account.
Very often I see the conception for charities or for voluntary organisations is
you have a traditional structure with a chairman, a board and members
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underneath. I don’t want that structure. That’s not the structure we’ve got.
It’s a very flat structure. People have to do specific tasks, but there’s no 
hierarchy there. So the question’s how you fit that structure with what you 
require for legal purposes for grants. (Harry, Transition Initiative C)
But it may also be that many activists are comfortable with some form of limited 
pyramid-like structure at Initiative level because it is endemic in most modes of 
organising in the UK, and it provides a means for patrolling the boundaries of 
collective identity at local level. Whilst activists suggested sub-groups and new 
projects emerged based on the energies of interested self-directing individuals, there 
was an expectation expressed on a few occasions that the core group provided 
strategic oversight based on an assessment of fit to movement identity as locally 
interpreted. This is illustrated in the quotations below.
So I decided to set up a sub group, the first o f the sub groups, and encourage 
the core group to set up more sub groups, which we’ve done, there’s another 
couple now. ... we stiii report back to the core group, and I think the eventual 
aim is that the core group wiii have an administrator who can assist the 
various sub groups, and also that the core group will be the one that decides 
if  the project, you know, a project merits having the Transition Towns stamp, 
or if  they have reservations that they want to talk about. (Geoff, Transition 
Town L)
.... we feel that it’s quite important that someone from the Steering Group 
kind of is involved [in sub-groups], at least one person. Although they have 
their own independent chair who’s not a member of the Steering Group, at 
least 2 or 3 of us kind of participate in the Energy Group discussion. So, 
basically, so we can kind of indicate to them what direction we’re interested in 
going, and we can keep if you like the centre informed as to what the Energy 
Group is doing. But it’s ail very, very loose. And it depends on people having 
time to go along to meetings, and then have time to do actual practical things 
as we//. (Ed, Transition Initiative G).
Thus whilst Transition Initiative structure appeared to mirror the overall federated 
movement structure based on a strategy of sporing, the actual mode of organising at 
Initiative level is sometimes more similar to franchising: there is a sense that, at least 
in some Initiatives, core groups have the power to exert a degree of control over sub-
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group activities should they feel the need. Moreover the ties between sub-groups 
and core appeared to be tighter than those between sub-groups, suggesting more of 
a hierarchical structure than within the wider movement where the relationships 
between local Initiatives, though often weak, were usually as strong, if not stronger, 
than with the Network.
The mobilising structure at Initiative level also reflects a personalised, though not 
entirely leaderless, form of organising. Based on the passions of individuals this 
personalised mode of organising facilitates the tailoring of Initiatives to local 
circumstances and membership. This is strategic, both in terms of mobilising people 
for voluntary action that can be high-cost, and in terms of action strategies based on 
a localisation agenda. However, it may also contribute to the ebbs, flows and fragility 
of an Initiative when conflicts between strong voices are not dealt with constructively, 
or where less strong voices are drowned out, leading to the departure of individuals 
and in extreme cases, even the collapse of an Initiative. It may also contribute to a 
group taking on too much, and overstretching its active members whose continued 
availability cannot be guaranteed, a concern raised by Caroline and Kevin (Transition 
Initiative F).
Initiative structure therefore does provide the potential ‘free space’ (Poletta 1999) in 
which to experiment with action related to their interests, as these meld with group 
perceptions of movement goals. However, not only is individual freedom to 
experiment constrained by activist energy and time, but by sometimes unspoken 
(though arguably inevitable) power dynamics within a group. Such dynamics can be 
exacerbated by a personalised mode of organising, unless processes are put in 
place to ensure all voices are heard and appreciated. As a result. Transition 
Initiatives are not always experienced as safe spaces by all activists, and this may 
negatively impact on those activists’ continued involvement.
In summary, then, the Transition mobilising structure is based on a federated network 
of franchised local affiliates, as depicted in Figure 6.1 below. The Network acts as 
the nucleus of the movement because it plays a strong role in framing overall 
movement strategy. But it is at individual Transition level where most decisions are 
made as to what will be done in the movement’s name. Transition Initiatives are 
therefore self-determining strategic entities in their own right and the Network has 
virtually no mechanisms of controlling what they do. As such, movement structure 
represents a federated mode of organising that supports both a strategy of sporing
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new Initiatives in order to spread the movement, and a strategy of tailoring such 
Initiatives to their own circumstances, reflecting the movement’s aim of localisation.
It is not surprising therefore that the core strategy promoted through Network framing 
is the setting up of Transition Initiatives.
The structure of Initiatives themselves reflects in many ways that of the movement as 
a whole, with most adopting the form recommended by the Network of core group 
and sub-groups. However, although the sub-groups usually have relative autonomy 
in deciding what they will do, the ties with the core group tend to be much stronger 
than those between Initiatives and the Network, and there is often an expectation that 
the core group plays an oversight role. As such the structure of individual Initiatives 
tends to reflect more a franchise model than a federated one.
Figure 6.1: Schematic of Transition movement structure
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However, there is a lot of variation in the detail of how Individual Initiatives have 
evolved to organise community action as a result of Initiative-level adaptation of the 
Network-framed Transition approach, based on member interests, energies and 
perceptions of local context. This is facilitated not only by the movement’s federated 
structure, but by a personalised mode of organising (Lichterman 1995) which 
potentially allows members to concentrate on their particular enthusiasms within the 
overall umbrella of Transition. This is strategic for a movement that relies on inputs 
from people who voluntarily provide their time. It also provides some flexibility in 
adapting to the ebbs and flows of membership, and of activity-levels, as a result of 
attrition due to changing commitments, lack of experience of how to manage a 
different ‘incentive structure’, burn-out or conflict. However, although usually 
consensual in ambition, as with the environmental groups Lichterman (1995) studied, 
it is a form of structure that can struggle with resolving disputes, if there are not 
transparent and agreed processes for dealing with decision-making and 
disagreements. This can impact on membership involvement.
Finally, it is a mobilising structure that has both rhizomic (Scott-Cato & Hillier 2009) 
and hierarchical (Connors and McDonald 2010) elements, arguably reflecting the two 
emerging green Transition collective identities of alternative green lifestyle and 
professional expertise identified in the last chapter. In essence, though, Transition’s 
mobilising structure falls between that of the supposed egalitarian autonomy of direct 
action groups and hierarchical professionalized NGOs that Tarrow (2011 ) argues 
typified the anti-globalisation movement at the UN talks on climate change at 
Copenhagen, where Transition was also represented. Strategically, such a 
mobilising structure not only empowers Initiatives to localise movement strategies as 
a localisation agenda would suggest, but makes movement strategy responsive to 
local opportunities, in particular the interests, availability and strengths of those who 
join, thus belying accusations of rigidity and formality (Fergusson 2009, Padilla 
2010). Transition strategy at the local level at this point in time thus tends to be fluid 
and evolving, rather than structured and pre-determined (to the frustration of a couple 
of the activists to whom I spoke), despite the Network’s promotion of Energy Descent 
Action Plans.
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Mobilising community-based activities for Transition
The purpose of Transition Initiatives, as framed by the Network, is to act as a catalyst 
for community action that increases localisation and resilience to peak oil and climate 
change. This was echoed by many of the grassroots activists to whom I spoke: in 
outlining the development of local practical activities and projects, they tended to 
suggest that this was a key Initiative strategy: ‘And the idea, very reasonable, was 
formed that if we did nothing the whole movement could just turn into a talking shop, 
we’d lay on nice talks and presentations and people come along, they listen, and go 
home and nothing happens, and ... so we kind of formulated a bit of an unwritten 
policy that out of every event that we held we should try to create a, a project should 
be formed.’ (Ed, Transition Initiative G). It is this community-focused catalytic role 
which distinguishes Transition’s mode of organising from the protest and lobbying 
strategies, and related modes of organising, identified by Tarrow (2011) at the UN 
climate talks in Copenhagen, described earlier.
This section explores the nature of this mode of organising, this community-focused 
catalytic role, as practised in Transition, arguing that Initiatives have adopted a 
number of roles that vary according to the degree they focus on Transition members 
or on broader community engagement, and the degree they adopt an 
implementational or facilitative approach to organising the activity, as will be 
illustrated later. It argues that Transition represents a form of community organising 
that is less about mobilising whole communities (although this remains a desire as 
the last two chapters have highlighted), as about mobilising community-based action 
for a resilient low carbon future, the main action strategy of the movement as the next 
chapter will show. This involves a mode of organising based on collaborating with 
other collective actors, including local authorities. Councils are characterised here as 
local ‘regime’ representatives of communities of place, and though some activists do 
find Initiative-local authority relationships frustrating, such engagement can provide 
opportunities for ‘translating’ the ‘niche’ interests of Transition in ways that have 
sometimes influenced local council -  ‘regime’ -  decisions.
Adopting a catalytic role
Whilst, overall, the mode of organising adopted in Transition is the catalysing of 
community action, there are evident differences in the nature of the catalytic role 
adopted by different Initiatives. These roles vary in relation to two dimensions: the
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approach to community action taken, whether the Transition group implements the 
activity themselves or facilitates (sometimes advocates) other collective actors to do 
so; and the focus or target group of the activity, whether it primarily focuses on 
Transition members or seeks to engage the broader local community. The 
quotations below are illustrative of these variations, with Oliver pointing to how the 
energy group he was a part of had started out being focused on helping members of 
the group understand ‘what they could do’, and Olivia pointing to how they had 
managed to facilitate other organisations to implement an activity which furthered 
Transition aims.
In respect to (Transition Initiative O), I ’ve just attended the energy group 
meeting, which until comparatively recently, Td have to characterise as being 
a sort o f almost like a self-help group. The people that came are ones that 
wanted to know about what they could do, rather than necessarily ...to  get 
the community mobiiised in these areas. (Oliver, Transition Initiative O)
We were initiating, bringing other agencies together, actually ‘holding the 
space’... holding it so it makes you move fon^/ards. We didn’t actuaily do the 
application for funding or anything like that... the County Councii handled it. 
(Olivia, Transition Initiative B)
Whilst there are details of a number of activities that provide evidence of both these 
dimensions in the next chapter, here are a few brief examples which illustrate the 
above analytical contention: the initial Transition Town Lewes Eco-Homes visiting 
days were largely organised by a few members of the Energy group, but with the aim 
of attracting people not necessarily involved in Transition; a seed-buying activity set 
up by an activist in Transition Guildford was initiated mostly for Initiative members; 
and a Transition Haslemere-initiated school project involved the provision of council 
energy monitors for student use.
Activist rationales for these different roles sometimes involved the use of metaphors 
to help explain their reasoning, as in the following quotations. For David, a self-help 
implementational role where a Transition group started an activity focused on making 
interested members own lifestyles greener was the right approach:
If you’re on a beach with kids, and they’re bored ... and you say ‘Go ... and 
build a sandcastle, that’ll be fun’, ‘Nah, I don’t want to’... if you ... start to build 
the sandcastle, they will Join in and have fun. So... if you want to get things
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done, don’t go around with big placards or telling people what to do, or telling 
the Council they should do this... Just start building some sandcastles, and 
people who are ready when they want to... might Join in, then that seems to 
be an approach which is ethical, can work, and Is kind o f ... the end point 
already. (David, Transition Initiative A).
For Emily, a community engagement implementational role, where Transition 
activists initiated and organised activities to involve people from the broader 
community engagement to see what worked, was the way forward:
I think that it’s key to have groups of people who feel passionate, that are able 
to share that passion with others, and also trying to develop it into practical 
uses. And it’s a bit iike [broadcastingj seeds, you need to put lots o f seeds, 
throw lots o f seed up into the air and see where it falls and which ones start to 
fiower and blossom ... It’s about, I think it’s about trying to develop lots of 
different things, and so, and trying to get, grab some attention to some of 
these issues and challenges. (Emily, Transition Initiative R).
For Bob, a facilitative role that supported other organisations to implement 
appropriate activities, made the most sense:
... Transition is like the string and the crystals, you know [drawing on an 
analogy that Hopkins (201 Od) had made]; it has to think of itself like that, not 
as a large organisation of doers, it’s an organisation which aliows other things 
to happen ... There are ... various community organisations.... And we sort 
of feed into them ... although they themselves have a different role... I think 
you’re showing them that there is a big interest actually deep down, and that it 
can be mobilised you know, and they ought to be thinking about it. (Bob, 
Transition Initiative J)
However, it is also not unusual for an Initiative’s role to fall somewhere along the 
spectra between implementation and facilitation, and between self-help and 
community-engagement, with implementation being organised in partnership with 
one or more other organisations, and the focus being on both Transition members 
and the broader community. Moreover, there is evidence that the role taken within 
an Initiative often differed from sub-group to sub-group and activity to activity, and 
that this role could change over time. For instance Sally talked about how she was 
Very supportive’ of a community supported agriculture project (CSA) that another 
group within her Transition Initiative had set up, but said personally she ‘wouldn’t
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want to be involved in something ... which I felt required a commitment from us to 
take on the responsibility of running it long term'. Giving the example of a growing 
activity which once set up, another organisation had agreed to maintain, she said ‘I’m 
quite happy that the projects that we have got are just short term inputs.’
A few other activists made similar points, suggesting that even where Transition’s 
mode of organising community action is initially implementational, the aim was 
ultimately facilitative: ‘And once they get a core of people that want to run it, then the 
aim of Transition would be stand back, because we would be hoping to just be 
enabling and making sure that it’s set up properly to begin with...’ (Geoff, Transition 
Initiative L). Indeed there are instances where an activity may be started by 
members before being spun-out as an independent project. Examples where 
Transition Initiatives have nurtured the setting up of social enterprises (such as a 
grocers or energy services company), which became independent entities, are 
discussed in the next chapter.
These roles are represented in Figure 6.2 below in order to show that there are no 
hard and fast boundaries between them, but that the focus taken in a Transition 
activity tends to lie on a spectrum between a focus on members (self-help) and a 
focus on the wider community (community engagement) and the approach on a 
spectrum between Transition Initiative direct implementation of an activity 
(implementation) to the facilitation of non-Transition organisations or individuals to 
implement an activity (facilitation). The potential for Transition Initiative role (and 
therefore activity identification) to change is captured in the representation of Spin- 
Out Project B.
The diagram below helps to illustrate the main argument of this sub-section. This is 
that the community-focused catalytic mode of organising adopted by Transition 
varies across Initiatives, sub-groups and activities along the two dimensions of 
approach and focus: between implementation and facilitation, and between self-help 
and community engagement, respectively. But whether the specific mode of 
community organising adopted is based on the metaphorical ideas of building 
sandcastles, broadcasting seeds or growing crystals, the underlying organisational 
principle, in line with Network framing, is to mobilise community action.
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Figure 6.2: Diagram of spectra of roles adopted within Transition initiatives
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This sub-section explores the relationships that some Initiatives have developed with 
other collective actors at local-level. This is because (a) the Network framed 
collaboration with local environmental groups and local councils as key aspects of 
the Transition approach, as illustrated in the 12 Steps; and (b), as the previous sub­
section indicated, such relationships often represent an important mode of organising 
community action adopted by Initiatives. What this sub-section illustrates is that the 
civil society relationships Initiatives are developing, though often symbiotic in nature, 
are not necessarily with local environmental organisations. They sometimes involve 
other community-focused groups, or regional and national bodies seeking a 
community organisation with local contacts and membership to assist with project 
implementation.
Moreover, whilst relationships with councils are often sought by Initiatives, with many 
local authorities providing some sort of resourcing of Transition community-based 
activities, a number of Transition Initiatives also take on an advocacy role in an 
attempt to influence council policy and action in relation to local transport, energy, 
and even food. Whilst it is possible to interpret this as an alternative action strategy
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to the catalysing of community action, the argument here is that this represents 
another mode of community organising, often ignored in the literature, which involves 
engaging with the elected governance bodies and local power-holders that aim to 
represent the interests of local communities^. This sub-section thus provides insight 
into this mode of organising community action, showing that activist experiences of 
council-initiative relationships are mixed, with those seeking to assist rather than 
overtly challenge council plans expressing more positive views. This reflects the 
brokering role that Smith (2007) has identified as important for bridging the gap 
between niche and regime. But it also illustrates the dilemmas for niche movements 
of engaging with regime actors who have different visions (Smith 2005).
Local civil society partnerships frequently involved community-oriented organisations 
in the same area, for instance a Housing Association in the case of Transition 
Tunbridge Wells’ garden-share scheme, or a local social enterprise in the case of 
Transition Brixton’s cycle delivery service. However, Transition Initiatives sometimes 
acted as local implementors of activities organised by regional or nationally-oriented 
organisations, thus combining both an implementation and a facilitative role. So for 
instance, a couple of Transition Initiatives were implementing partners for a local food 
network project designed by the Council for the Protection of Rural England (OPRE), 
and Transition Corsham (Transcoco) became an Energy Savings Trust partner as 
part of their Sustainable Communities programme. The latter project involved the 
group encouraging residents to take up EST-supported home insulation offers, but 
also included the support of an adviser in developing energy-related community 
action. The often symbiotic nature of such relationships is illustrated further in the 
quotations below.
...the National Trust have asked for our support with this project, firstly in 
terms of supporting their planning application for it, and they w an t... us to 
help them with community involvement in the project. So they’re going to 
need some volunteers to help with the building... But we also, you know had 
some preliminary talks with them about next year when the thing’s built, 
having a local food event there. (Tim, Transition Initiative E)
[X] Wildlife Trust has recently linked up to try and get my contacts from me so 
that they can help with projects, and I have given the community liaison bloke 
there the contact details that I have on those estates so that he can help, you 
know, get things going. (Ella, Transition Initiative S)
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In terms of municipal relations, one of the steps in The Transition Handbook 
recommended ‘building a bridge to local government’, and to a varying degree most 
of the Initiatives that I came into contact had made attempts to connect with the local 
council(s) which covered their area. This might be a parish council and/or a 
borough/district council depending on the size of area the Transition group was 
focused on; it might also include connections with the county council. The contacts 
made were often with councillors who were interested in sustainability issues, and 
with council officers who either had particular responsibility for sustainability issues, 
or whose work potentially overlapped with a theme or project idea being developed 
by an Initiative. For instance, one Initiative approached a Parks Officer who was in 
charge of trees to discuss a community orchard project that he had suggested after 
the group initially suggested a tree-planting project. Another Initiative met with the 
borough’s Housing team to discuss an idea to develop vegetable growing areas on 
council estates in place of flower beds. I also came across a number of Initiatives 
which not only had councillors who were active members, but where a councillor had 
been one of the founders of the Initiative.
The nature of the relationship with the council varied, however. Often it was 
relatively loose, with occasional contacts about events and projects with particular 
council members, ‘as and when needed’, in the words of one interviewee (Barbara, 
Transition Initiative C). Sometimes more formal mechanisms for exchanging 
information were set up by the council, for instance through a liaison committee: one 
Initiative even sought and gained official endorsement from the council, although the 
councillor-Transition activist involved admitted that it did not commit the council to 
anything. More frequently, it is the council who provides some support, often small- 
scale funding, facilities and/or land, having been approached by the Initiative for 
assistance, as exemplified in the quotation below.
...the mayor., is very supportive, and is the perfect link; she’s now officially 
the town council’s liaison officer with Transition Town [Place E]; it ’s a crucial 
link. And [Rachel] got in touch with (District) Council, and we met with... the
sustainability officer there, and she’s very supportive They’ve funded
Rachel and [X] in our group to go on Transition Town training course, and 
[Place E] council funded me. So we had three o f us, I think they paid for £100 
education grant. And Place E council actually said they’d match [the district], 
so we’ve got another £100 in our kitty for another training. So we’ve had that
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support... (the District) have done things like print stuff for us, laminate stuff 
for us. So... for our 350 event, they underwrote the costs for that. (Tim, 
Transition Initiative E)
But Tim also noted that the support is by no means always one way. He argued that 
government climate change priorities were putting pressure on local government to 
reduce the local ‘carbon footprint', including ‘household emissions’: ‘they [the local 
council] don’t have a great deal of understanding or expertise on these issues, and 
we’ve got tons ... we’ve got a lot of expertise, and, you know, we’re working at 
community level and trying to [connect] to schools too..., a level at which councillors 
need us as much as we need them...’. Their Initiative was one of a couple that had 
been approached by their council to conduct an activity, or act as a representative on 
a consultative group. This symbiotic relationship was also echoed by Curt below who 
spoke of how his group attempted to support council activities, where feasible.
.... / think we’d just like to work alongside them [the council], doing things 
they’re not doing, or support them in some way with the things they’re doing, 
and I think they feel the same way back, if they can get something from us 
sometimes for nothing, that’s great! .... You know you do look at the council, 
and I’ve learnt I suppose a bit, they don’t have endless pots o f money, they 
can’t do everything, and really any community support, working with them, it 
does help a lot. (Curt, Transition Initiative B)
There appeared to be consensus, however, that the role of a Transition Initiative in 
relation to the council was, as Joe (Transition Initiative G) put it, to be a ‘critical 
friend’. The purpose of this role appeared to be to attempt to influence and support 
the council in policy-making and action that supported the kinds of sustainable 
lifestyles and related community action promoted by the Initiative. However, there 
were differences as to where Initiatives were positioned along the line between critic 
and friend, as the following interview excerpts highlight.
Sophie (Transition Initiative N) talked about her Initiative’s thwarted attempts to raise 
questions about a flagship energy scheme of their council which ‘left us wondering a 
little bit about you know the amount of influence that we can have on the council’:
...the council which obviously praises itself by having a [this scheme] ... but 
you know we see quite a few things also quite critically. ... they ... kind of 
almost seem to say, oh yeah, we have this in place so we have one o f the
181
Where do we go from here? Transition movement strategies for a iow carbon future: Chapter 6
most sustainable councils in England, they claim, but obviously they could do 
so much more and there are certain conflicts as to what they regard as worth 
doing and what we would regard as worth doing.
Liam (Transition Initiative K), on the other hand, talked about how his Initiative 
‘effectively play by their [local council] rules’, and had volunteered ‘to act as a 
community group that could help’ on the council-proposed local development plan: 
...w e can’t claim to be representing in any sense a majority view necessarily, 
but representing a significant voice and a rational and constructive voice in 
the community. And what I ’ve found is that actually you can get quite far with 
that... we’re always trying to be sort o f realistic and constructive in the way 
we engage with them.
The difficulties in treading the line between critic and friend were that the more critical 
activists were of council proposals or action, the more likely they were to be seen as 
a ‘thorn’ as Joe (Transition Initiative G) put it. Yet being too close to the council 
risked the Initiative being ‘co-opted’ or ‘restricted’ to use Mia’s words (Transition 
Initiative O): ‘But we don’t, at the same time, we don’t want to alienate the council...’. 
Joe suggested that the underlying problem facing Transition Initiatives is that they do 
not have the same economic vision as local government and thus are not ‘singing 
from their hymn sheet’. Sophie even wondered whether Transition Initiative N’s 
council understood the ‘scale of the changes’ Transition is seeking.
... when I see our engagement with the council... I think they have no clue 
actually what we mean by all this. I think for them, meeting with us is sort o f 
yeah, this is community engagement and they show interest, etc, you know, 
but how serious are they really? I doubt that they... know what the Transition 
movement is really, really about! ... Of course we try to explain it to them, but 
their reaction normally it’s been... we are doing this and this already in those 
areas. And we are like, OK but this is not really, you know not really what we 
mean! (Sophie, Transition Initiative N)
Harry (Transition Initiative C) echoed Curt’s sentiments about the relative lack of 
resources local councils have available, but also suggested that his attempts at 
influencing them had been relatively futile:
... / have come up with this joke: I produce a report, there’s [council’s head of 
sustainability’s] table... I throw it on the table, it sort of slides along; there’s a
182
Developing initiatives: Transition’s mobiiising structure and modes of (community) organising
waste paper basket the other side, it falls off, it falls into it... I think many of 
the things I’ve tried in the past have been a bit like that. ... So I actually often 
cannot follow through with [the head of sustainability]: he’s too busy. And 
actually I do think the things that the local government can do are limited.
They don’t have the resources. We often think they have large resources and 
they’ve larger resources than Transition (Initiative C). I actually think, despite 
the fact that we’re a voluntary organisation, we’re almost comparable in some 
ways. They have an enormous budget to do things and we have this [small 
amount], but we can be quite active really. ’
However, a number of activists also talked about how council ‘rhetoric’ (Brian, 
Transition Initiative N) around sustainability-related issues is often impressive. For 
them, as the quotations below illustrate, the issue was that this rhetoric was often not 
translated into practice because of one or more of the following issues: conflicting 
government priorities, lack of know-how or resources or the desire to ‘embrace the 
idea that things can be done differently and better’ (Brian, Transition Initiative N), the 
hierarchical and bureaucratic council structure and the institutional inertia that 
resulted. For instance, Joe (Transition Initiative G) talked about how council 
transport policy did reflect Transition priorities o f ‘walking ... first’, ‘cycling ... second’, 
then public transport, but how ‘actually the resources are completely the other way’ 
round. He was particularly frustrated by the council’s negative response to Transition 
‘suggestions’ for changes to transport plans when they went out for public 
consultation: ‘unless we’re supporting what they say they want to do, then it just 
tends to be well yeah, we consulted but that doesn’t actually mean anything more...’.
Sally, from the same Initiative, also felt that the sustainability ‘message’ promoted by 
Transition was ‘getting through’ to the ‘senior officers’ in the Parks Department, but 
that there is a ‘gap between policy and operational work, so although the ideas are 
there at the policy leve l... as it sort of translates into operational work, the message 
gets either diluted on its way down the system o r ... there’s no guidance or efficient 
management to actually make sure that the message is clear as it filters down the 
system’. (Sally, Transition Initiative G). The problems of dealing with a bureaucratic 
system were also highlighted by another Initiative’s attempts to influence their local 
planning office to change the ‘requirements for what is a conservation area here’ so 
as to allow solar panels on domestic roofs: ‘And we’ve had a meeting or two about 
that with the offices and I think we’ve sort of slightly inched the agenda in our
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direction anyway, although it is like walking through mud you know!’ (Bob, Transition 
Initiative J)
What this sub-section has shown, therefore, is that whilst many Transition Initiatives 
have been seeking to establish collaborative relationships with their local council as 
an integral aspect of their mode of organising community action, this can be 
challenging to achieve, particularly given the power differential involved. As a result 
council engagement can sometimes be what Charlotte (Transition Initiative D) calls a 
‘thorny issue’ for activists. A mode of organising based on a strategy of ‘building 
bridges’ not only requires stable foundations, but is subject to the perceived risk of 
capture by government agendas.
But it also illustrates that Transition Initiatives are often interested in developing 
common ground with councils because they are important local power-holders. 
Adopting a brokering role provides an opportunity for ‘translating’ Transition ‘niche’ 
interests in ways that can influence the ‘regime’ at local level, as transition theory 
might suggest (Smith 2007), though frequently only to a small degree. Given that 
Transition still represents a niche at local level, the successful development of a role 
that catalyses community action for a resilient low carbon future appears to require a 
mode of organising based on partnership with other organisations, and this includes 
collaborating with existing local governance structures, where feasible.
As we saw above, the community action catalytic role adopted by Initiatives that 
distinguishes Transition’s mode of organising from that of direct action groups and 
environmental NGOs respectively (Tarrow 2011 ) varies according to two dimensions: 
the degree it involves implementing or facilitating community activities, and how 
much the focus of such activities are on Initiatives members or the wider community. 
It is a mode of community organising that in Transition often involves a strategy of 
collaboration with other local, and sometimes regional and national, civil society 
organisations, as well as ‘building bridges to local government’. Though attempting 
to develop partnerships with the council can be challenging, it provides the potential 
to translate ‘niche’ interests into ‘regime’ practices at the local level to support 
community-based low carbon action.
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Conclusion
The Transition movement has developed a federated organisational structure of 
independent locally-focused Initiatives, underneath the umbrella of the Transition 
Network, a small social movement organisation that attempts to steer the overall 
approach of the movement: establishing place-based Transition Initiatives is the main 
strategy the Network advocates to achieve the movement’s aims. This mobilising 
structure therefore does resemble the Deleuzian horizontal rhizomic root structure 
identified by Cato and Hillier (2009), but with hierarchical organisational elements.
By being loose and dispersed, the movement structure helps facilitate the goal of 
localisation that is fundamental to Network framing of Transition, through allowing 
Initiatives to adapt to the circumstances within which they evolve, including the make­
up of their membership. The creation of Initiatives has served to draw people with 
similar concerns ‘out of the woodwork’ (Tim, Transition Initiative E) to work to 
organise local climate change and peak oil-related activities in over 300 places in the 
UK and beyond. These Initiatives are usually organised based on a personalised, 
but franchised, arrangement of core-group and sub-groups that is built on the 
enthusiasms and perceptions of its activists.
Although most of the Initiatives I came across are a variation on the franchised and 
personalised form of organising, there is a lot of difference in the detail of how 
specific Initiatives have evolved. Such differences are sometimes ascribed to context 
-  and indeed local opportunities are a factor -  but the perceptions, interests, skills 
and availability of local activists, together with the interactions within the group, have 
been key in shaping the trajectory thus far of individual Initiatives I explored.
This is a more agentic interpretation of movement development than that offered by 
the theoretical lenses of political opportunities, perhaps because of the local scale of 
action and the relatively enabling policy environment within which this is occurring. 
Indeed as Harry (Transition Initiative C) intimates, activists tended not to feel 
constrained by lack of opportunity: ‘So there’s always these possibilities then..
There’s always more projects than actually you have the energy or time to 
implement. There’s massive opportunities here and often they’re not actualised.’ But 
it also means strategy at Initiative-level tends to be a much more organic and 
responsive process than experience of strategy-making in dominant forms of 
organisational structure in the UK might suggest.
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The core strategy of Transition’s community-focused mode of organising, inherent 
within its mobilising structure, is its aim to catalyse low carbon community action on 
themes such as food, energy and transport. Whilst not unique, this strategy, and the 
modes of organising Transition Initiatives have developed to deliver it, is largely 
invisible within social movement theory. The roles adopted range on a spectrum 
from implementing activities themselves to facilitating others to implement activities, 
with a focus on Transition members and/or the broader local communities. The 
development of partnerships with other organisations, particularly in the third sector 
and local government, has sometimes been an important aspect of the catalytic role 
Initiatives adopt. Whilst engagement with councils has sometimes been challenging 
because of the nature of the ‘critical-friend’ role adopted, it has often yielded useful 
support for particular Transition activities, and more rarely influenced local 
government policy in support of low carbon community action. This reflects, in a 
small way, findings of transition theory studies that suggest niche-induced regime 
change often involves a brokering role to translate niche experience for regime 
context in ways that facilitate adaptation (Smith 2007).
What this adds to thinking about ‘grassroots green niches’, if Transition is perceived 
of as a ‘niche’ movement (which the last chapter would suggest it is) is insight into 
the organisation and development of a niche specifically focused on a particular form 
of green future. The Transition movement does exhibit many of the features of 
successful socio-technical niches, such as support for second order thinking. 
However, the cultural politics involved in the evolution of the niche mean that it is not 
always experienced by those involved as ‘protected spaces’, but as vulnerable and 
fragile, even sometimes socially unsafe.
This has sometimes confounded the ideal of community that is often invoked within 
Transition, with everyday experience of movement involvement suggesting that the 
concept of ‘developmental utopias’ (Lockyer 2009) is an apt description for the ebb 
and flow of Initiative evolution when faced with the practicalities and politics of current 
daily life. But this does not undermine the key argument of this chapter, which is that 
Transition’s core action strategy (the catalysing of low carbon community-focused 
action, explored in the next chapter) is supported by a movement structure based on 
affiliated local groups, and that the development of Initiatives therefore represents 
another important mobilising strategy.
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* Whilst Hopkins (2010Q has questioned whether ‘community’ needs organising, what he actually 
questions is whether there is a need to “ create community’ from scratch’ as some form o f community 
already tends to be ‘there’. ‘I t ’s not the huggy, ‘ let’s have a shared dinner’ kind o f community... It is a 
more chaotic, far more diverse, stubborn and atomised community. But it exists.’ He suggests 
‘interventions’ by a few committed individuals is what allow such communities to ‘coalesce’, in 
essence, what I would call a mode o f (community) organising.
^ This observation was inspired by a discussion at the Community and Climate Action Alliance 
conference in January 2011, co-chaired by Lipman [Transition Network is one o f the members o f this 
network], about the nature o f relationships between local climate change groups and their relevant 
council, where an activist commented that the council was a part o f the community, a point that was 
implied in a couple o f the interviews I conducted.
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Chapter Seven
Catalysing low carbon community action:
The evolution of Transition tactical repertoires
Introduction
As shown in the literature review, the action strategy of movements with a 
community-focused mode of organising is still largely invisible within social 
movement theory, particularly in relation to the environmental and anti-globalisation 
movements of the North. This chapter begins to address this gap by exploring the 
nature of community action being catalysed by Transition Initiatives, using the 
concept of tactical action repertoires (Balsiger 2010).
The notion of action repertoires is based on the observation that movements often 
develop a particular set of tactics, what I prefer to call ‘activities’ in the Transition 
context, in pursuit of their goals (Tilly 1979). Thus, in the case of Transition, 
individual Initiatives often develop community-based activities focused on food (such 
as garden-shares), and may also sometimes develop activities focused on energy 
(for instance an eco-home event), transport (such as cycling training), and/or another 
theme. What is evident from exploring the activities being undertaken by Transition 
Initiatives in the UK in relation to food, energy and transport is that there is a lot of 
commonality across Initiatives in the types of activities that are being catalysed within 
each theme, suggesting that Transition is evolving a number of action repertoires.
The types of activities in these action repertoires, whilst not unique to Transition, are 
very different from those usually identified in core social movement texts, a significant 
finding in itself. But what is particularly important in the argument I make is the 
contention that this core action strategy of developing tactical repertoires underpins a 
number of what I call ‘change strategies’. This adds a new category to the two forms 
of movement strategy -  mobilising and action -  identified by Smith et al (1997) which 
draws attention to how a movement attempts to bring about change with the 
collective action mobilised.
In this chapter, therefore, I briefly outline the types of activities that together make up 
Transition action repertoires, as they relate to the different change strategies. I then 
explore the reasons for differences in the development of the three thematic 
repertoires of food, energy and transport, suggesting that both cultural and political
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opportunities play a role. I go on to illustrate how the evolution of all three repertoires 
has been facilitated by the circulation and reinvention of activity ideas that emanate 
largely from beyond Transition, as a result of a number of formal and informal 
movement mechanisms to share learning. I show that whilst there is observable 
commonality in the forms of community action being organised by Transition 
Initiatives in the UK, there is also variation in the detail of each activity that reflects 
how they are reinvented at local level by, and for, local circumstances. I also claim 
that on rare occasions, these reinventions provide the inspiration for new social 
innovations, the ideas of which are then circulated within, even beyond, the 
movement.
This is a much more dynamic, interactive and creative depiction of the spread of 
movements, and their tactics, than the concept of diffusion (Rogers 1983) -  and 
implied replication -  that social movement studies tend to rely on (Koopmans 2004, 
Soule 2004, Smith et al 1997). But the main argument I make here is that, in the 
Transition movement, the development of particular repertoires of food, energy and 
transport activities is the key Transition action strategy, and that it supports a number 
of cross-cutting change strategies aimed at building a localised low carbon future.
Building a localised low carbon future
This section explores the nature of three of the community-focused action repertoires 
-  for food, energy and transport respectively -  emerging within the Transition 
movement in pursuit of a localised low carbon future. Though many of the activities 
that have been catalysed by Transition are adapted from ideas implemented by other 
organisational forms in the broader movements on local food, renewable energy and 
sustainable transport, the types of action evident in Transition repertoires are not 
commonly recognised by movement theorists.
The aim of this section is first to illustrate that the tactics (what I am calling activities) 
within Transition’s repertoires, that constitute the community-focused action that 
Transition’s mobilising structure catalyses (its collective action) tend to be very 
different from those outlined in the social movement literature described in Chapter 2. 
This literature tends to focus on demonstrations, sit-ins and occupations, lobbying, 
public campaigning and running for election (Tarrow 2011, Marks & McAdam 1996). 
This is surprising given that the section shows that many of these tactics are
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borrowed from the repertoires of other movements in the same movement field, and 
therefore tend not to be new.
The second objective of this section is to explain the differences in emphasis and 
maturity of each repertoire. The underlying argument is that the development of 
action repertoires is the core action strategy of the Transition movement in pursuit of 
the change strategies outlined, but that the success of this strategy varies depending 
on how enabling the perceived context is for the development of a particular 
repertoire. This reinforces the importance of not only political opportunities (Marks & 
MvAdam 1996), but of other forms of opportunity, such as cultural resonance, and 
the role individual perceptions play in constructing these, a point also made in 
Chapter 4.
But perhaps the key contention of this section, most overtly evidenced in the 
activities related to the change strategy of creating local social enterprise-oriented 
providers, is that the action repertoires aim to revise the nature of the existing 
economy, as hinted in the following Hopkins’ quotation (2011a: 69) from The 
Transition Companion: ‘...w e also need to start creating and implementing the 
economic models of the near future. This book is an attempt to set out how we might 
actually make that happen’. This is a strategy for change that has received little, if 
no, attention in social movement theory.
Developing Transition Action Repertoires
In this sub-section I present brief summaries of the typologies of Transition activities 
that I developed, based on a synthesis of the many Transition activities happening in 
the UK of which I was aware at the time of my research. Key to this analysis are the 
change strategies I identified as inherent in the emerging action repertoires, 
delineated below. These change strategies, I argue, illustrate how the activities -  
when taken together -  represent a lot more ambition than the individual components 
(and activist aspirations) might suggest. In other words, the development of 
Transition tactical repertoires represent the action strategy that underpins the change 
strategies of the movement, and therefore Initiative activities are best understood in 
the context of contributing to one or more of these change strategies, rather than as 
isolated examples.
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The overall change strategy that underlies and unites the different types of activities 
within each of the three repertoires, is that of localising the relevant system, be it 
food, energy or transport, in ways that make it more resilient to peak oil and mitigate 
climate change. But within this, there are five change strategies evident for each 
repertoire, which while a little different according to the theme, have much in 
common. These can be summarised as follows: (i) increasing relevant knowledge 
and skills, (ii) promoting self-provisioning (do-it-yourself), (iii) encouraging local 
sourcing and/or reduced fossil fuel use, (iv) creating local providers of more 
sustainable alternatives, and (v) enabling local low carbon systems. These 
strategies are often linked, with, for example, the creation of local providers 
potentially encouraging interested members of the public to source thematic services 
and products locally, through providing an opportunity to do so.
There are, however, a few small differences between the repertoires in terms of 
change strategy. As with food, the emerging repertoire of Transition energy activities 
is focused on both production and consumption, and localising the links between the 
two. But there is also a focus on reducing energy consumption within buildings 
through what Hopkins calls ‘energy conservation’ measures that go beyond 
technological energy efficiency improvements and meeting resulting energy 
requirements from renewable energy sources. Reducing consumption tends not to 
be one of the aims of Transition food activities, although healthy eating and 
appropriate calorific intake is sometimes invoked. Moreover, the implicit localisation 
aim in relation to transport is to reduce the need for travel, and thus use of vehicles, 
particularly those that are oil-fuelled and privately-owned.
The Transition Food Repertoire
The first Transition Network thematic book was focused on local food, and went by 
that name. In it, Pinkerton and Hopkins (2009: 20), its authors, suggested that peak 
oil and other ‘limits’ made ‘change to the globalised, industrial food system ... 
inevitable’. Although they did not identify the specific change strategies listed above, 
they are implied in the following quotations from near the beginning of the book, 
illustrating the purposiveness of such community-based action.
... one o f the most popular focuses and starting points for many community- 
strengthening projects is the transformation and redefinition o f the 
community’s relationship to food -  how it chooses to sow, grow, fertilise,
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harvest, sell, transport, source, buy, cook or eat it. In so doing, this process is 
helping to reinvigorate the .... webs of small-scale, commercial, non-profit- 
making and home-based producers, growers, processors and consumers, 
who are linked by face-to-face relationships and who share a local economy, 
environment and community. ... One of the aims of community-based food 
projects is to open up the community space between individuals and the 
structures of government and businesses; to enable, show and remind people 
that they can determine their own worlds, build their own power and 
confidence, and significantly transform their food culture. (Pinkerton &
Hopkins 2009: 20 & 27)
As Pinkerton and Hopkins point out above, the evidence from the Transition 
Initiatives I followed suggests that food is usually the first theme to inspire community 
action in a Transition Initiative. It is therefore perhaps not surprising that the food 
repertoire is the most well-established and extensive of the three repertoires I 
explored. The main elements of this repertoire, as reflected in Local Food (Pinkerton 
& Hopkins 2009), are garden shares, community gardens or orchards. Community 
Supported Agriculture, farmers’ markets, food cooperatives, local food guides and 
directories, and local food events. Most of the Transition groups working on food in 
England that I have come across have attempted at least one of these activities.
Other types of activities that have been initiated by a number of Transition Initiatives 
in England include apple or potato days, apple-pressing, Transition seasonal recipes, 
‘eating local’ challenges, food-related elements of group-based behaviour change 
programmes, the analysis of whether a particular place could feed itself, and the 
mapping of existing local food availability.
Table 7.1. below provides a summary of this emerging repertoire of activities. It 
represents the food-focused community-oriented tactics of the Transition movement, 
categorised according to the specific change strategy to which I believe they 
contribute. But here I provide a few brief examples to illustrate this broader analysis. 
For instance, I categorised a series of speaker events organised by Transition Town 
Brixton in 2009 (that included Patrick Holden, then Director of the Soil Association 
and Rosie Boycott, then Food Adviser to the Labour Mayor of London) as an 
awareness-raising activity undertaken to increase knowledge about food-related 
issues, ahead of a Transition community event to start developing a local food plan 
for the area. Under community growing ventures within ‘promoting growing your 
own’ is the example of Transition Southampton’s attempt to create a ‘virtual orchard’
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through encouraging householders in the city to buy apple trees at a discounted 
price. Transition Southampton offered an early, medium and late apple variety, as 
well as a ‘cooker’. Nearly 100 orders were received through the website which were 
distributed to buyers at a ceremony in February 2011, together with a leaflet on how 
to care for the trees. An example of an activity type associated with encouraging the 
sourcing and eating of local food is the wild food mapping project that Transition 
Westcombe planned and conducted in order to provide information to interested local 
residents. The setting up of a weekly local food market by members of the food group 
of Transition Town Lewes represents an example of local food markets within the 
change strategy of creating local food providers. Lastly, an example of promoting 
local produce in local outlets, as part of enabling a local low carbon food system, is 
Transition Belsize’s project, ‘Food from the Sky’. They have developed a vegetable- 
growing plot on the roof of the local Budgens store, the produce of which is sold in 
the supermarket.
Table 7.1: Transition’s evolving food repertoire of activities categorised by change strategies
Increasing relevant 
knowledge & skills
Awareness- raising 
e.g. films, talks etc 
Reskilling courses & 
workshops 
e.g. permaculture 
Food events 
e.g. apple days, 
wassailing
Promoting growing 
your own
Seed/ling swaps 
Garden share 
Community food 
growing ventures 
e.g. community 
gardens, allotments 
and orchards 
Growing food in 
public & other 
spaces e.g. using 
guerrilla gardening 
approaches
Encouraging 
sourcing & eating of 
local food
Local seasonal food 
recipes 
‘Eating local’ 
challenges 
Local food directories 
Local food mapping 
Local food 
celebrations 
Apple-pressing 
Group support for 
food-related 
behaviour change 
e.g. Carbon 
Conversations
Creating /oca/ food 
providers
Local food markets 
Community local food 
shops 
Buying coops & hubs 
Local food box 
schemes 
Community-Supported 
Agriculture (CSAs) 
Transition farms/ 
market gardens 
Processing 
‘infrastructure’ 
e.g. bakery, brewery
Enabling a /oca/ low 
carbon food system
Engagement with 
existing food 
retailers 
Local produce in local 
food outlets 
Local food plan/ 
vision 
Mapping potential of 
local food system 
Voice on local food 
forums 
Support to and linking 
of local food 
enterprises
Some food activities in individual Initiatives potentially contribute to more than one of 
these strategic categories. For instance, inspired by a non-Transition project called 
‘Fife Diet’, Transition North Cornwall established the ‘Cornish Diet’. This involved 
getting individuals to commit to attempting to source 85% of their food from Cornwall, 
as well as encouraging local shops and restaurants respectively to stock or use local 
produce. Thus, as an example of ‘eating local’ challenge, it contributes to the 
strategy of encouraging the sourcing and eating of local food, and as an example of 
promoting local food in local outlets, it potentially helps to provide an enabling 
environment for a local low carbon food system, by creating a source of local food.
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The Transition Energy Repertoire
The Transition energy repertoire is less extensive and less mature than that of food, 
both in terms of the number of Initiatives actually involved in each of the types of 
activities, and in terms of how developed some of the energy^" activity types are. But 
I would argue that the change strategies that underpin the repertoire are similar. The 
main difference is that whilst there is an implicit encouraging of local sourcing and 
consumption of renewable energy generated locally (as much as the National Grid 
allows), a major emphasis is on reducing energy use. Although there is no Network 
thematic book on energy as yet, the energy sections in other books such as The 
Transition Companion (Hopkins 2011a) reflect these change strategies, as the 
quotation below illustrates.
The third area of our iives that has been transformed over the 20 years to 
2030 is our reiationship with how energy is generated. The first place where 
the difference is noticeable is regarding how much less energy is used today. 
... energy has been saved through the retrofitting and increased energy- 
efficiency o f ... buildings [encouraging the reducing of energy use].... Most 
communities now have their own community-owned energy company 
[creating local renewable energy providers].... the energy mix that powers the 
UK is almost entirely renewable, principaiiy driven by wind... Most houses 
sport some kind of solar panel, and many have installed other renewable 
energy appliances, such as heat pumps [promoting generating your own 
renewable energy]. Everyday culture is very focused on energy conservation, 
with each generation of schoolchildren more aware of energy use and how to 
reduce it [increasing knowledge and skills]. ... There is also a deep sense of 
collective pride about the new infrastructure that has been created [enabling a 
local low carbon energy system]. (Hopkins 201 la : 66-67)
This action repertoire is summarised in the table below in relation to these change 
strategies. The most common types of activities implemented in the UK are energy 
monitor loan schemes, eco-home open days, energy fairs, national-level energy 
policy consultations responses, and most ambitiously, the establishment of local 
renewable energy schemes or companies. But here I offer a few specific examples 
to illustrate how they relate to the change strategies.
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Transition Belsize has run a number of ‘draught-busting’ workshops, to demonstrate 
how to better insulate doors, windows and other parts of the home that leak energy, 
the aim of which is to provide skills so individuals can better insulate their houses. 
They also offer a draught-busting service to those who do not want to do it 
themselves. In terms of promoting the generation of your own energy, the energy 
services company set up by Transition Town Lewes (OVESCO) successfully won a 
bid from the council to run a project to provide grants to low income households for 
renewable energy technology, in order to increase home energy generation. Under 
the change strategy of encouraging the reduction of energy use. Transition Bath has 
a schools project where they conduct energy audits and provide advice on how to 
reduce a school’s energy use. The strategy to create local renewable energy 
providers is illustrated by Transition Southampton’s attempt to set up a PV bulk- 
buying coop with the support of Reading’s Solar Cooperative. Lastly, one of the 
types of activities that contributes to the strategy of enabling a localised low carbon 
energy system has been a focus on streetlighting. An example of this kind of activity 
has been Transcoco’s (Transition Corsham) identification, on behalf of their county 
council, of a number of streetlights that could be turned off in the early hours of the 
morning.
Table 7.2: Transition’s evolving energy repertoire of activities categorised by change strategy
Increasing 
knowledge & skills
Awareness raising 
e.g. films, talks, 
visits
Re-skilling courses & 
workshops 
e.g. building house­
hold renewables 
Energy events 
e.g. Energy fairs 
Tips on what 
individuals can do
Promoting 
generating your 
own renewable 
energy
Grant provision for 
household-level 
generation
Encouraging 
reduction in 
building energy
Building energy 
audits 
Encouraging take-up 
of insulation 
Energy monitor loan 
schemes 
Group support for 
behaviour change
Creating local 
renewable 
energy providers
Local renewable 
energy (service) 
companies 
Buying coops
Enabling a local low 
carbon energy 
system
Engagement with 
existing power 
companies 
Building sustainable 
homes/buildings 
Community Land 
Trusts 
Local energy 
visions & plans 
Mapping potential of 
local energy system 
Neighbourhood 
retrofitting 
Streetlighting projects 
Business energy 
resilience 
assessments 
Commenting on 
national energy 
policy consultations
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As with the food repertoire, there are close links between the strategies; and an 
activity may contribute to more than one strategy, as can been seen in some of the 
examples above. Moreover, a Transition Initiative may combine different activities 
and strategies under one project. For instance. Transition Horn castle's ‘Green 
Mothers and Toddlers Group’ was one of eleven community groups that won 
approximately £140,000 for energy measures from British Gas’ ‘Green Streets’ 
programme, for which IPPR published an evaluation report (Platt 2011). They 
organised the installation of energy generation technology on five community 
buildings, and ran many events to engage local people in saving energy, including 
having an energy information stall at the market.
As mentioned at the beginning of the section, the energy repertoire is not as 
extensive or embedded as that of the food repertoire -  within the UK, there are not 
as many energy activities occurring as with food across the movement -  and where 
social enterprises have been set up by Transition Initiatives to generate energy 
locally it has taken greater financial and time investment. The majority of the 
activities are about information-provision to interested householders in order to help 
them take appropriate decisions and action, not only in terms of choosing the right 
design, materials, technology and suppliers for local new-build or retrofit, but in terms 
of behaviour change (e.g. turning electrical goods off stand-by). The aims of such 
activities are to reduce energy consumption and generate renewable energy in the 
home. However, a number of better established Transition Initiatives are also 
beginning to create some of the soft and hard infrastructure that localised energy 
systems are also likely to require, particularly through setting up local energy service 
companies, which will be discussed later.
The Transition Transport Repertoire
The Transition repertoire of transport activities is the least established of the three 
studied. There are relatively few types of activities being implemented by more than 
one Transition Initiative amongst those I studied. The exceptions are group bike 
rides, car-share clubs, bicycle repair and maintenance workshops, cooking oil fuel 
coops, and various forms of influencing work on the decision-making of county 
councils, quangos and companies responsible for transport infrastructure and 
services (each of which are associated with at least two Transition Initiatives in 
England).
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The evolution of this repertoire is thus at a relatively early stage, with a lot of variety, 
but less coherence than in the other repertoires. But I would argue that the change 
strategies that underpin Transition’s transport repertoire (see Table 7.3 below) are 
similar to those of food and energy, and although transport features less in Network 
framing, this is implied in the little that has been written. In particular, Peter Lipman -  
who is both Chair of the Transition Network and Policy Director for Sustrans -  wrote 
a two-page piece for Rowell’s (2010) Network book. Communities, Councils and a 
Low-Carbon Future, in which he argued that we need a transport system based on 
the principle of improving ‘access’ to services, rather than mobility over distances. 
Such an analysis, he suggested (Lipman in Rowell 2010: 165), was likely to:
result in a transformed UK, in which we’ve maximised the use of our existing 
infrastructure and:
• nearly all urban trips are on foot, by bike or by biogas-fuelled public 
transport
• rural trips that can’t be done on foot or by bike are mainly by 
community-owned demand-responsive vehicles, again biogas-fueiled
• longer trips are mainly on an electrified rail network or by coach.
Table 7.3: Transition’s evolving transport repertoire of activities categorised by change strategy
Increasing relevant 
knowledge & skills
Awareness-raising 
films, talks 
Re-skilling courses & 
workshops 
e.g. bicycle 
maintenance, bike 
riding 
T ransport events 
e.g. cycling 
roadshow 
Tips on what 
individuals can do
Promoting self­
mobility: walking & 
cycling
Group cycle rides or 
walks 
Walking/cycling maps 
& routes 
Bike/ walking path 
creation 
Installation of bike 
racks 
Bicycle servicing & 
repair 
Walking school bus 
Pavement and road 
crossing campaigns 
Building a ‘cargo’ 
bike
Encouraging 
reduced car use
Encouraging self­
mobility
Public transport 
campaigns 
Car free 
neighbourhoods 
Car-share clubs 
Group support for 
behaviour change
Creating locai non­
fossil fuel-based 
providers
Cooking oil rickshaw 
taxis 
Bicycle delivery 
scheme 
W aste chip oil fuel 
co-ops
Enabling a local low 
carbon transport 
system
Engagement with 
existing transport 
providers 
Creating an electric 
car 
20mph zone 
campaigns 
Local transport 
visions & plans 
Mapping city hubs 
Railway inquiry 
Public transport 
meetings 
Transport hustings 
Voice on transport 
forums 
Commenting on 
county transport 
policy consultations
The change strategies inherent in this repertoire are illustrated with the following 
specific examples of activities. Transition Finsbury Park has been offering bicycle- 
riding training to the parents of children at one school. Such training is offered in 
some schools, but only to children. This project recognises that often parents have 
not learned to ride a bike, particularly if they originally come from countries where
197
Where do we go from here? Transition movement strategies for a iow carbon future: Chapter 7
cycling is not common. This thus represents a ‘reskilling’ course, the aim of which is 
to increase individuals’ knowledge and skills (and thus to increase cycling).
Transition Chepstow (2013) has created a walking/cycling map ‘showing cut- 
throughs and quicker ways to get to work than using a car’, the purpose of which is to 
encourage more walking (and thus less car use).
Another means to reduce car use has been the promotion of public transport. 
Transition Town Shrewsbury in collaboration with Ludlow21 held a public meeting to 
‘save our Shropshire buses’ in March 2011 which they hoped would lead to the 
formation of a Bus Users Group; they have also been seeking ‘bus route champions’ 
to ‘nurture, support and develop’ particular bus routes. A literal example of the 
creation of a local non-fossil fuel(ed) provider is Transition Southampton’s setting up 
of a recycled cooking oil cooperative to supply co-op members with an alternative 
fuel for their cars. Lastly, one of Transition Bath’s activities which can be seen as 
contributing to enabling a local low carbon transport system has been to map the city 
to identify hubs that offer services to residents beyond the centre of town. They have 
found that no hub is more than 10 minutes walk for most residents, thus challenging 
the tendency of city transport planners at local level to focus solely on how to 
facilitate access to the centre. Based on this mapping, they have developed a 
project focused on one of these hubs to attempt to encourage greater use of the 
services offered, through walking or cycling.
Not only are there particular overlaps between the strategies here (encouraging 
walking and cycling can also be a way of reducing car use), there are also Initiative 
projects which combine activities and strategies. For instance. Transition 
Chesterfield has developed a cycling promotion project called ‘Fossil Fuel to Pedal 
Power’, funded by a Climate Friendly Communities Grant of just over £7.500 from 
Climate East Midlands. The aim is to increase ‘skills and knowledge’ and ‘inspire 
and help as many people as possible to access pedal power with our range of 
solutions to make cycling a realistic form of transport!’ (Transition Chesterfield 2011). 
In partnership with Chesterfield Cycle Campaign and ‘delivered through Groundwork 
East Midlands’, it combines a number of activities in order to achieve project 
objectives [emphasis in original] (ibid):
• Help people to ride confidently on the roads with Bikeabiiity Training for both 
beginners and more advanced cyclists.
• Support cycle mechanic training through skilishare workshops (with members 
being trained to deliver the training)...
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• Demonstrate cycling solutions with a cycle roadshow which wiii tour events 
around Chesterfield throughout 2011. Volunteers will be on hand to offer 
information and advice on riding in our region; and a free Dr. Bike service will be 
available -  tools and expertise will be on hand to help with your bike mechanic 
problems...
• Support the construction of a cargo bike -  ... you will see the result out and 
about transporting lots o f things once it is built!
In summary, the Transition transport action repertoire is less well-established than 
those for either food or energy in that there is often only one example of a Transition 
Initiative experimenting with an activity type, and more complex projects are not as 
well-advanced as that of food. The reasons for this are explored later.
Adopting and adapting repertoire strategies and tactics
This sub-section draws on an exploration of the commonalities and differences 
between the thematic action repertoires. It argues that not only do they incorporate a 
change strategy that has not been recognised within the academic literature, and 
which marks the movement’s approach as different to its environmental 
predecessors, but often the means adopted in the different repertoires are similar.
But this sub-section also examines the differences in the maturity of the three 
repertoires to suggest that the development of each repertoire reflects the 
(perceived) opportunities for community group engagement in the existing food, 
energy and transport systems (‘regimes’ in transition theory language).
Setting up local social enterprise-oriented providers
It is the change strategy of creating local providers of greener relevant services and 
products -  more sustainable forms of food, energy and transport -  that I would argue 
particularly distinguishes the Transition movement from other approaches to social 
change adopted within the broader environmental movement. Though the concept 
and practice of ‘social enterprise’ that informs the notion of ‘Transition enterprise’ is 
not new -  indeed Hopkins (2011 a) dates its origins to the co-operative movement of 
the mid-nineteenth century, a movement that itself might be traced to the start of 
mutuals -  its adoption as a strategy for change is not acknowledged in most 
discussions of movements, whether political or lifestyle in focus.
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The reason that the adoption of such a change strategy is potentially so radical is 
that it is about changing the way the economy -  which shapes the food, energy and 
transport systems -  works, as Hopkins quotation about the creation of new economic 
models at the start of the section highlighted. The adoption of this strategy by 
Transition is not only about the scalar dimensions of the economic system, from 
globalisation to localisation, but about its ethical dimensions, as Hopkins (2011a:
240) use of Futurebuilders definition of social enterprise indicates: ‘a business or 
service with primarily social objectives whose surpluses are principally reinvested for 
that purpose in the community, rather than being driven by the need to maximise 
profit for shareholders and owners’.
As the chapter on Network framing highlighted, this is a strategy that is increasingly 
being promoted by the Network. Indeed in 2010, the Network established a project 
called REconomy to work with ten Initiatives in the UK to develop Transition 
Enterprises and share learning across the movement. Independently though, a 
number of Initiatives already had, or were in the process of, setting up a variety of 
theme-focused businesses, helping to inform this new element of Network framing of 
the approach. Thus the setting up of socially (and environmentally)-oriented local 
providers is a strategy that is also increasingly evident within all three repertoires, 
although the numbers of Transition-related enterprises that have been fully 
established remain very small, and are largely within the area of food.
Examples within Transition food highlighted in The Transition Companion include 
From the Ground Up (FGU), Topsham Ales Cooperative and Green Valley Grocers. 
FGU, ‘a volunteer-run, not-for-profit’ box scheme grew out of a buying group set up 
under the Transition Town Kingston ‘umbrella’ in order to source ‘organic fruit and 
vegetables at affordable prices whilst supporting sustainable food systems’ (Hofielen 
in Hopkins 2011 a: 241 ). Topsham Ales Cooperative was set up by Transition 
Topsham with an initial investment of £35,000 raised through a share issue. Within 
two months, 56 people had invested enough to meet this target, and there are now 
three different beers on the market: ‘River’, ‘Mild Winter!’ and ‘The Mythe’ (Hopkins 
2011a: 269). According to Hopkins (ibid), the brewery ‘models localisation in 
practice. Its spent yeast goes to a local baker, its spent hops are enjoyed by local 
pigs, local deliveries are by bicycle and trailer, and it is increasingly sourcing hops 
from a grower in East Devon.’
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Green Valley Grocers which grew out of Transition Marsden and Slaithwaite, when 
the local greengrocers went out of business, (Walker in Hopkins 2011a: 242) is also 
featured. The aim of Green Valley Grocers is to source and sell local food, in 
particular fruit and vegetables. The co-operative that was established in 2009 raised 
£15,000 through a local share issue (ibid). It took over the premises together with 
the Handmade Bakery, which is also featured in The Transition Companion and the 
Networks second promotional film. Transition 2.0. A market garden called Edibles 
has since been set up by other Transition members, partly to supply the community 
shop. All three co-operatives are part of a local network that aims to establish a local 
food system, for which they have had financial and other support from the Plunkett 
Foundation.
The idea of setting up local energy companies is also beginning to take-off within the 
movement, often drawing on inspiration from pioneers in the broader renewable 
energy movement. The first was Transition Town Lewes, which in 2007 created 
OVESCO (the Ouse Valley Energy Services Company) in order to compete for a 
local council bid to deliver their household renewable energy programme. TRESOC 
(the Totnes Renewable Energy Society) was also set up in 2007 under the Transition 
Town Totnes auspices.
TRESOC grew out of an Energy Open Day held by Transition Town Totnes in 2006.
It is as an Industrial and Provident Society, the purpose of which is to deliver 
community-scale renewable energy in a ‘democratic’ manner (Hopkins 2011a: 250). 
They launched a three-month share offer in September 2010, with investments of 
between £20 and £20,000 being sought (ibid). Membership was restricted to people 
who lived within Totnes and District, and, as with all Industrial and Provident 
Societies, every member is entitled to one vote regardless of the size of their 
investment. Shares could not be sold within the first three years, and no income was 
guaranteed: interest from profits would be shared between members. The aim was 
to raise an ambitious £800,000 within three months (Hopkins 201 Oe). From this 
share offer, they raised just shy of £60,000 from 349 members (TRESOC 2010) of 
whom 98% were individuals and 2% local businesses. They appointed a marketing 
director, and held a second share offering in 2011 which added another 117 
members, and raised approximately £110,000 (TRESOC 2011).
TRESOC held an AGM in July 2011 where it was announced they were pursuing four 
projects together with different technology companies: solar farms of between 30 and
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50 KW on four potential sites; a 4.5 MW windfarm development (with two turbines) 
that can apparently power (intermittently) 2,500 homes; an anaerobic digestion 
scheme to create biogas from the area’s food waste; and the installation of a 
biomass boiler for a new housing development (Giangrande 2011 ). The overall 
estimated capital requirement for these projects is £10 million (ibid).
Transition Town Lewes (TTL) also held an Energy Open Day which saw the 
germination of the idea of OVESCO. There, a council officer mentioned there was an 
upcoming bid for a contract to deliver household renewable grants (mentioned 
earlier). Drawing on the expertise of one of the members of TTL’s energy group, who 
had set up his own solar energy company, OVESCO won the contract and as a result 
were able to afford to employ someone part-time to run the programme. As noted 
earlier, the programme provides funds and advice to low income households to install 
household-scale renewables. But the ambition of this Director had always been to 
set up community-scale generation which could then be sold to households locally. 
They started by exploring the option of hydro-power on the local river (the Ouse), but 
when the Feed-in-Tariff looked imminent began exploring the option of a large-scale 
PV installation. They gained the agreement of the local brewery to rent the roof of 
their warehouse for a 92,000 KWh/y array of approximately 550 PV panels 
(OVESCO 2011).
They became an Industrial and Provident Society in order to be able to sell shares, 
and in April 2011 put out a share offer in order to raise over £300,000. They were 
successful. The share offer was advertised locally through avenues such as 
Transition Town Lewes, though there did not appear to be any requirement that an 
investor be from the local area. Investments of between £250 and £20,000 were 
sought (ibid) [i.e. the minimum investment is over 10 times more than in Totnes, 
which may exclude the less affluent]. Potential investors were offered a 4% return 
from the third year depending on the scale of their investment and how the project 
developed, as well as repayment of their investment in full by the end of twenty-five 
years, when the Feed-in-Tariff will finish (ibid). All investors, whatever the investment 
amount, are entitled to an equal vote.
Bath and West Community Energy (BWCE) has grown out of the Transition Bath 
energy group and had its first share offer in late 2011 which raised over £720,000 
from 200 members, with a promise of a 7% return on investment (REGENSW n.d.). 
This has been largely invested in solar PV on buildings, including a number of
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schools, as well as in a ground-mounted array in a business park (BWCE n.d.) 
although they are also interested in other types of renewables too: they organised a 
feasibility study in 2009 for a small hydro-scheme, which was partly financed by the 
pub which owns the stretch of river. As mentioned earlier. Transition Southampton 
has also explored setting up a solar energy cooperative, and Transition Town Brixton 
has installed two ‘solar power stations’ (Law 2012).
Apart from OVESCO which has, as a Limited company rather than an Industrial and 
Provident Society), also developed its household energy efficiency work, I am aware 
of a social enterprise that has emerged as part of Transition Town Brixton, called 
Community Draught Busters. It offers workshops, insulation services and insulation 
products. So far, this aspect of energy seems to have inspired less entrepreneurial 
spirit, although with the advent of the Coalition Government’s ‘Green Deal’ this may 
change.
There are also a couple of enterprises that have emerged out of building-related 
interests, which also have a bearing on building energy efficiency. Transition Town 
Totnes has set up the Transition Homes Community Land Trust, based on a 
Community Land Trust model, that aims ‘to ensure that homes remain affordable in 
perpetuity’ (Bird 2010: 34) to develop ‘low impact’ and ‘low-cost’ local housing. ‘By 
meeting strict environmental criteria in the use of land and in the design and 
construction of the buildings, the development will have a small carbon footprint and 
be self-sufficient in energy and power, which will be generated by the use of 
renewable technologies, coppiced woodland and other locally available fuel sources’ 
(Transition Town Totnes 2011). By 2013, they had bought a site and are seeking 
planning permission for 25 houses: to be eligible to be considered for one of the 
houses people do have to be in need of housing, unable to buy on the local market 
and have a local connection. Most importantly, they will be enthusiastic about being 
part of a landmark scheme demonstrating sustainable living’ (Transition Town Totnes 
2013).
Transition Town Totnes is also working in partnership with the Totnes Development 
Trust on a project called ATMOS in order to support the renovation of a disused local 
dairy:
The vision for the site is that it be owned by the community and deveioped as 
the cataiyst for a new economy for Totnes. It would be mixed use 
development, combining affordable housing, /oca/ food processing, brewing,
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baking, an incubator for new businesses, space for a wide range of 
enterprises, space for pubiic events and much more. Being next to the 
station it wouid become a nationai icon for iow carbon buiiding, putting Totnes 
on the map as a centre of innovation and sustainabiiity. (Transition Town 
Totnes n.d.)
There are also a couple of examples of transport-related social enterprises that have 
emerged from Transition initiatives, as well as ideas being explored for more.
For instance, a taxi service that used an Indian rickshaw fuelled by a recycled- 
cooking oil cooperative was set up in Totnes in 2007 by an entrepreneur who had 
become involved in Transition Town Totnes. More recently. Transition Town Brixton 
secured almost £14,000 to set up a ‘cycle-based delivery service’ called ‘Velocal’ in 
partnership with Cycooldelic Revolution Lambeth, the idea of which is ‘partly to 
enable people to come shopping in Brixton w ithout their cars’ [emphasis in original] 
(Law 2011).
The above examples illustrate how the strategy of ‘creating local providers’ is 
beginning to be implemented within all three repertoires. What they also illustrate is 
that whilst Transition does represent a form of lifestyle movement, as the next 
chapter will show, the repertoires of activities that embody the movement’s core 
action strategy are not all directly focused on changing behaviours and related social 
practices, but on the systems of production and provision which help shape 
individuals’ consumption. This reflects the overall change strategy of creating local 
low carbon systems for food, energy and transport -  and the wider economic system 
of which these are a part. Though achieving this strategy remains a distant 
aspiration for many Initiatives, with many activists preoccupied with the day-to-day 
realities of implementing their particular activity, the ambitious rhetoric of building 
local systems, particularly for food, has -  despite the immense challenges involved -  
entered the lexicon of some Transition activists.
Adopting simiiar tactics across repertoires
What is evident from the repertoire outlines provided earlier is that whilst there are 
usually distinct differences between that of food, energy and transport in terms of 
focus, not only are the change strategies that underpin them similar, but the means 
chosen to achieve them can be the same, or the activity contributes to more than one 
of the repertoires (see Figure 7.1 below). For instance, holding thematic events that
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aim to increase relevant knowledge and skills of those who attend, as well as raise 
the profile of local suppliers of associated goods and services, is a poplar approach 
across all three themes. As suggested above, the setting up of social enterprises 
also appears in all three repertoires, as do attempts to engage with a range of regime 
(incumbent system) actors, particularly the local council, as we saw in the last 
chapter. Providing a voice on a local forum occurs in both the transport and food 
repertoires, and the development of community land trusts has occurred for both food 
growing and housing development, thus contributing to the food and energy themes. 
Mapping of the potential for a specific geographical area to provide the food or 
energy requirements of those living there has also been undertaken.
Figure 7.1: Overlaps of activity types across the thematic repertoires
FOOD
Local growing ventures 
R ecycled  cooking oil coops
change projects
Information-provision 
e.g. talks, films, tips,
Engagement with regime 
Energy descent action
Building sustainable
homes 
Community Land 
Trusts 
Mapping 
potential
RANSPORT
Commenting on
\  policy consultations j
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Group-supported behaviour change programmes, like energy descent action 
planning, is one of the few activity types that tends to bring together all three of these 
thematic foci within the one activity. There are more activity types that focus on two 
themes. For example, the setting up of local growing ventures and recycled cooking 
oil coops can be seen as activities that are part of both the food and transport 
repertoires, because part of the rationale for the former is to reduce food miles, and 
the latter promotes the reuse of a food waste. Similarly, building sustainable homes 
can be seen as part of both the energy and food repertoires, because plans for such 
Transition schemes tend to involve both energy efficiency and provision of local 
growing and/or processing options (see Transition Town Totnes projects described 
above).
What these commonalities suggest is that the thematic repertoires I have identified 
are in some ways differently-focused versions of one Transition action repertoire: 
variations by, rather than on, a theme. But as the next sub-section argues the 
context in which these thematic repertoires are developing are important in 
understanding the differences in how well-established each of these repertoires are. 
This justifies the separation into the three repertoires because of the differences in 
the (perceived) natures of the existing food, energy and transport regimes, and 
related grassroots green niche movements, and their impact on the ability of 
community-based action to catalyse change in the respective systems.
Explaining differences in repertoire maturity and strategic emphasis
Not only are there similarities between the three action repertoires, there are also 
evident differences. First and foremost, there are differences in how extensive and 
well-established the different repertoires are: food is the most mature of the 
repertoires and transport the least. This argument is supported by the number of 
projects under each of these categories on the Transition Network website during the 
research period. For instance, on 11 July 2011, the Transition Network listed 63 food 
projects, 34 energy projects and 17 transport projects (Transition Network 2011).^"' 
But there are also differences in strategic emphasis: transport -  and to a lesser 
extent energy -  include a number of types of activities that support strategies of 
(mostly relatively local) lobbying and campaigning, despite being eschewed by 
Network framing, strategies that are largely absent from the food repertoire. There 
are, I believe, three interlinked reasons for these differences: first the focus of 
Network framing and support; second, the particularities of the existing food, energy
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and transport systems (regimes), especially their governance arrangements in 
relation to community action and support; and third, the degree and nature of 
repertoire development for community action in the wider local food, sustainable 
energy and sustainable transport movements, that arguably represent grassroots 
green niche movements on which the developing niche of Transition is drawing.
Network framing and support has probably played a role in encouraging the initial 
development of the food action repertoire over that of energy or transport. Though a 
platform of energy descent, particularly in relation to oil, might suggest transport or 
energy as the initial focal point for Transition action. Network framing has tended to 
first highlight food-related activities in its publications and conference sessions. In 
particular, the first Transition Network thematic book published was on local food 
(Pinkerton & Hopkins 2009). As mentioned, there has been no equivalent for either 
energy or transport, although there are sections on all three themes in Rowell’s 
(2010) book on local government and communities for Transition, as well as in 
Chamberlin’s (2009) The Transition Timeiine, and there is a Network book devoted to 
Local Sustainable Homes (Bird 2010) which showcases a couple of energy-related 
projects.
But there are other indications too. As of 11 July 2011 on Transition Culture, there 
were only 40 posts that Hopkins had tagged as being related to transport, whereas 
he had posted 217 blogs on food and 309 related to energy; the latter included many 
discussions of the concept of peak oil rather than energy-related activities, and a few 
on the problems of biofuel because it competes for land with food-growing. In 
essence, food -  the framing implies -  is more important than energy, particularly in 
relation to heat and power, which is itself more important than transport because, as 
Lipman (in Rowell 2010: 165) asked rhetorically about electricity: ‘In an energy 
constrained world would we really choose to power cars over hospitals and homes’.
However, I would argue that the main reason for the variations between the 
repertoires in the UK are differences in the nature of the existing food, energy and 
transport systems in Britain, particularly as a result of current governance 
arrangements, and the opportunities they each (are perceived to) offer for 
community-based action. Creating community-based food projects in the UK, 
especially in relation to production and provisioning, is relatively straightforward: 
levels of upfront financial investment are often relatively low; there are few planning 
and legal obstacles to overcome; and there is usually a good range of expertise
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available to local groups, particularly in terms of the growing of fruit and vegetables. 
Moreover, the broader local and ‘alternative’ food movement is well-developed, as 
Pinkerton and Hopkins (2009) acknowledged, offering activity examples for 
inspiration and learning, and helping to create a relatively welcoming social context 
for projects that draw attention to the provenance of food. Combined with increasing 
policy concerns about healthy eating and the relative ease with which land for small- 
scale growing can be accessed (despite the uneven distribution of this resource), this 
has created a largely supportive environment for establishing small-scale community- 
based food projects.
The energy policy context has probably had a greater impact on the fortunes of 
community-based energy than UK food policy on community-based food projects 
because energy generation in Britain has tended to be very centralised over the past 
half century or more. First under central government control, privatisation in the 
1980s led to energy production being concentrated in the hands of a few large, 
latterly multi-national, power companies. But the last few years have seen some 
change in governance arrangements, with the establishment of the Department of 
Energy and Climate Change, which arguably has made household and community- 
based renewable energy generation more conducive because of such policy 
mechanisms as the Feed-ln Tariff. However, depending on the technology and scale 
desired, the expertise required tends to be less readily available, the physical and 
planning obstacles large, if not insurmountable, and the upfront investment very high, 
particularly -  I was told by a Transition activist -  if the Initiative wants to set up as a 
supplier, not only as a generator of energy (usually electricity).
Even finding the funds for a feasibility study can be challenging: a Transition Initiative 
feasibility study for installing a small hydro-electric scheme on a river cost a few 
thousand pounds; another larger scheme cost tens of thousands -  and this was just 
to establish whether the proposed sites were suitable for the generation of electricity 
from the particular technologies being explored. Moreover some renewable energy 
scheme proposals, particularly the setting up of wind turbines, can create vocal local 
opposition that often influences borough or district council planning decisions (the 
regime level at which most Transition energy projects tend to be decided because of 
their relative small size).
This can make the process of gaining permissions a long one. One activist 
described how members of the energy group of which she was a part had heard
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someone speak about his experience of installing a wind turbine, and had therefore 
decided to abandon their ideas of doing the same because it had taken him a decade 
to organise. It is perhaps not surprising therefore that although a few energy service 
companies have been established by Transition Initiatives, by the end of 2011 only 
one (OVESCO) had an energy generation project up and running, and that for solar 
panels which is probably the easiest of the technologies to install®.
The challenge in relation to projects focused on reducing energy use in buildings is 
that, according to a number of Transition activists, this is the unsexy side of 
Transition energy strategies. Unlike consuming food, using energy is not a social 
practice in its own right: it facilitates social practices. Thus one activist suggested, 
food is something everyone recognises as bringing people together and this 
therefore makes it an easy theme on which to work. Energy use in contrast is 
largely, in the words of Shove and Warde (2002), ‘invisible’. Whilst a couple of 
Transition energy activity types are about trying to make such consumption visible, 
for instance promoting the use of energy monitors, this is within a context where 
energy use has much less cultural resonance than the topic of food and thus related 
activities are potentially less appealing.
However, there is a broader sustainable energy movement that dates back to the 
early 1970s, which whilst originally being strongly technology-focused, as its 
inception in the Appropriate Technology movement might suggest, does include 
behaviour change type activities. These have provided some inspiration. In contrast, 
the sustainable transport movement is newer and less extensive than either the 
alternative food or energy movements, with only one national NGO that looks at all 
forms of transport: Sustrans. This means there are less examples of community- 
based activities on which Initiatives can draw.
Even so, from June 2007 to November 2008 (with a break between July 2007 and 
April 2008), there was a website called Transition Transport UK. This was ‘dedicated 
to looking at modern small-scale transport solutions that will link post Peak Oil 
communities -  rail, light rail, tram, canal, cycleway, footpaths and bridleways’ on the 
demise of road travel as a result of its dependence on oil for both fuel and tarmac 
(Transition Transport UK 2010). It highlighted groups who were actively promoting 
such ‘transport links’, for instance the Somerset and Dorset railway, but did not
 ^By April 2013, both Bath and West Community Energy, and Brixton Energy had too.
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feature any Transition Initiative activities. The only example of the possible 
beginnings of such an activity within a Transition Initiative of which I am aware is the 
‘citizens’ inquiry’ organised by Transition Buxton to explore the arguments for and 
against reopening the Buxton-Matlock railway in May 2011 which is currently used as 
a trail for ‘cyclists, horse riders, walkers and wheel chair users’ (Transition Buxton 
2011a). Perhaps this is because the focus was on the (re-)development of 
infrastructure to allow mobility between places rather than within them, a potential 
weakness of a community-based approach that Melia (2009) pointed out at a 
Transition conference presentation of his Oxford transport report, discussed in the 
next chapter.
But even within a community, there is only one Transition Initiative of which I am 
aware in the UK actually involved in a project to implement what might be described 
as a physical ‘parallel infrastructure’ scheme. This is for creating paths for walking 
and cycling, thus a project with far less financial and planning implications than an 
infrastructure project like a tram or railway. North Howe Transition Toun (Fife, 
Scotland) secured approximately £100,000 from Leader Fife and Fife Environment 
Trust, together with the Climate Challenge Fund, for a project called ‘Paths to 
Transition’. The project aimed to ‘create 2500 m of path [with ‘potential utility value... 
they can be used to cycle to work, school, the shops or other public transport nodes’] 
upgraded to an all-abilities standard [suitable for ‘walkers, disabled ramblers, 
wheelchair and power scooter users and cyclists’], together with bike parking facilities 
at 5 locations [‘useful places where bikes can be left tidy and secure, and then the 
cyclist can continue their onward journey by bus or car share’] in the north of Howe’ 
(North Howe Transition Toun 2011).
However, as mentioned earlier, Peter Lipman, who is not only Chair of the Transition 
Network, but Policy Director for the NGO Sustrans, argues that transforming the 
transport system does not necessitate a huge amount of financial investment in 
alternative infrastructure. What is needed, he argues, is increasing use of modes of 
transport other than the car, such as bicycles and public transit, though this may be 
facilitated by some redesigning of roads on the principles of ‘shared space’ or ‘filtered 
permeability’ [Rowell 2010] to facilitate flow and safety. He points out that half the 
car trips in the UK are shorter than 5km, and thus argues that they ‘could be switched 
immediately to sustainable modes’ (in Rowells 2010:165).
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Indeed, the emerging Network framing of Transition transport strategy is that, unlike 
with food and energy, it is not about the creation of parallel infrastructure, such as 
that for electric or hydrogen-fuelled vehicles, but about making better use of the 
existing transport infrastructure in order to access localised services and jobs 
(Lipman in Rowell 2010:165). This is why Lipman prefers the term ‘access’ to 
‘mobility’. In essence, then, a latent aspect of the Transition transport strategy is to 
reduce the distances people travel, and thus reduce the need for fossil-fuelled 
mobility practices, a strategic function not of the Transition transport action repertoire, 
but of other Transition action repertoires.
However, the complex supra-local governance of transport infrastructure and 
services in the UK, together with spatially dispersed household practices and current 
patterns of transport use, make it difficult to find an entry point for community-based 
low carbon approaches to transport and related infrastructure. Not only are the three 
areas of roads and vehicles, rail and trains, and aviation governed by an array of 
central government, county council, regulator and private sector players, but policy 
priorities and investment are on the facilitation of trade and traffic between places, 
rather than on reducing the need to travel through localising the economy, as 
Transition aims to do.
It is therefore not surprising that a major strategic emphasis of the Transition 
transport repertoire is on campaigning and lobbying at the local and regional level.
For instance. Transition Hereford spearheaded a campaign ‘to protect and improve 
bus services in Herefordshire’ that has involved a ‘We Love our Bus’ event and a 
petition, ‘Use it or lose it’, as well as a public meeting where all council candidates 
were invited to take ‘your questions about their plans for our buses, if elected’ 
(Transition Hereford 2011). Another example is Sustainable Frome (a Transition 
Initiative) which recorded the number of train carriages at peak times and then 
lobbied the train company to reduce overcrowding by adding carriages (Transition 
Frome 2011).
In particular, responding to county or city transport consultations is a relatively usual 
aspect of the transport activity repertoire within and beyond Transition. One example 
is the Totnes Traffic and Transport Forum that developed under the auspices of 
Transition Town Totnes which provided extensive feedback on Devon County 
Council’s Local Transport Plan 3 (LTP3) of late 2010, critiquing its urban focus. 
Adopting such an action strategy is explained by the following quotation from
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Sustainable (Transition) Frome’s website about their development of a Local 
Transport Plan: ‘With the support of Frome Town Council, Frome Civic Society and 
other allied community groups we intend to use Frome’s Local Transport Plan as a 
campaigning and lobbying tool to strengthen our relationship with Somerset County 
Council -  who are largely responsible for funding and shaping our transport and 
travel needs now and in the future’ (Transition Frome 2011 ).
There was also a perception amongst some Transition activists that transport is a 
more difficult theme than food or energy in terms of local resident engagement. In 
early strategy-related discussions in one Initiative, a decision was taken not to focus 
on transport because it was felt that people in the area were wedded to their cars, 
partly because of the topography of the town, and thus activities in this theme were 
likely to alienate people from, rather than attract them to, the Initiative. An activist 
from another Initiative spoke about how he had joined a nearby Transition Initiative in 
order to deal with the rural transport challenges he felt peak oil would create, but 
found this was not a topic people were ready to address. He started a food group 
instead. A different activist who was very actively involved in a Transition transport 
group talked about not only the comfort and convenience aspects that he felt made 
moving from car to bicycle particularly difficult in rural areas, but the safety 
dimensions of cycling on (narrow) roads used also by motorised vehicles.
There was one promising entry point for community engagement, being explored in 
one Initiative I came across, however. This was local public concern about traffic 
congestion which had been flagged as a key issue in a parish survey of residents. 
Overall though, what the above examples suggest, in terms of Transition strategy, is 
that the travel-related social practices supported by the current transport system are 
seen as less easy to disrupt in a positive manner, than those related to food or 
energy, particularly given the spatial dispersion often inherent in current lifestyles and 
practices.
Activist perceptions of the differences between current food, energy and transport 
regimes suggest food is easier and more popular to tackle through community action, 
energy more difficult, and transport the most challenging. One Transition transport 
activist contended that it is easy to incorporate local food into current lifestyles, partly 
because there is already infrastructure that facilitates this, whilst Transition-style 
energy activities do not negatively affect present lifestyles, and indeed possibly 
improve quality of life, if one can afford the cost upfront. However, attempting to
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reduce car use, he felt, was extremely challenging because people have become so 
reliant on cars, due to the convenience, comfort and safety they offer because of the 
way the transport system is organised.
What this suggests is that, in addition to scalar and governance issues which help 
shape and constrain what community groups can actively do in relation to food, 
energy and transport at local level, there is a perception amongst the Transition 
activists I interviewed that current culture and lifestyles -  and related practices -  also 
help to determine what community action is feasible. There is a sense that 
promoting local food and, to a lesser extent, reduction in domestic energy use from 
fossil fuel sources, through household insulation and the installation of renewables, 
are uncontroversial because the former is healthy and desirable, and the latter can 
save money in the long term, as well as potentially increase comfort. But reducing 
car use is seen as extremely challenging because of the nature of the current 
system, and the practices this has engendered.
In summary, therefore, action repertoires for food, energy and transport are emerging 
within the Transition movement, with the food repertoire the best established and 
transport the least. As demonstrated above the difficulties of engaging with the 
production and provisioning side of the transport system at local scale, the seeming 
embeddedness of travel-related social practices, and the relative newness of the 
sustainable transport movement as a whole, explains why the Transition transport 
action repertoire is the most nascent. There is also a greater emphasis on local and 
regional lobbying and campaigning to attempt to shift infrastructure and service 
provision priorities, than with either energy or food, because of governance 
arrangements which make community-based practical action less easy.
Community-based food activities, on the other hand, require relatively little 
investment to set up, have relatively few policy obstacles to overcome, and many 
examples to draw on from beyond the movement, with the Network playing an active 
role in lesson-dissemination. Whilst community-scale energy projects can also 
require relatively large investments, when generation or supply focused, the policy 
environment has become more favourable to such schemes, and there are 
increasing examples both from outside, and within. Transition which are providing 
ideas and support. This has assisted in the faster evolution of this repertoire.
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This suggests, as political process theory argues, that the nature of the respective 
‘political opportunity structure’ is playing a role in the success of community-based 
approaches to changing existing food, energy and transport systems. But so is the 
structure of current lifestyles in which these systems are implicated, or at least 
activist perceptions thereof, and this is having an impact on Transition’s action 
strategy at the Initiative level. This suggests that the concept of ‘cultural 
opportunities’ is useful in understanding the evolution of Transition strategy at local 
level.
Whilst there are differences in emphasis and maturity of each repertoire as a result, 
reflecting the degree of challenge in creating effective action on those themes at 
community-level, given existing system governance arrangements, the basic change 
strategies that underlie the repertoires are similar. There is a focus in each of the 
themes on individual behaviour change through awareness-raising, skill-building and 
facilitating do-it-yourself provisioning, as policy often expects of community-based 
approaches: in essence the consumption side of the respective systems.
But there are also nascent activity types that support strategies of creating local 
producers and suppliers, and the soft and/or hard infrastructural development of local 
food, energy and transport systems, in essence the production and service side.
This does not necessarily always mean the evolution of parallel infrastructure, though 
this is the Network framing in the case of food and energy, but shifting use of existing 
infrastructure, as in emerging Network framing for transport.
Not only do these change strategies comprise a holistic challenge to the current 
globalised capitalist economic system that supports the respective thematic regimes, 
but together with the tactical repertoires that support them, they are largely invisible 
within social movement theory. In particular, it is the active promotion of the 
establishment of green local providers, using a social enterprise model that appears 
to set the change strategies of the Transition movement apart from its environmental 
predecessors.
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Circulating and reinventing activities
This section explores what contributes to the development of Transition action 
repertoires. It argues that the evolution of the action repertoires is dependent on two 
processes which are, themselves, aspects of movement action strategy: the 
circulation of ideas for relevant community action, and their reinvention for current 
local circumstances in activity planning and implementation. Drawing on Shove and 
Pantzar’s (2005) nomenclature for the spread of social practices, this is (surprisingly, 
given its provenance) a more agentic depiction of the spread of movement tactics 
(types of Transition activities) and related repertoire development than that provided 
by the concepts of diffusion and replication that has tended to infuse social 
movement literature. This section justifies the adoption of this terminology through 
illustrating these processes with examples from the three themes, and highlighting 
the strategic mechanisms that facilitate them.
Drawing on the broader sustainable food, energy and transport movements
The ambition to localise food or energy systems is not new (e.g. Pretty 1999,
Hinrichs 2003, Hoffman & High-Pippert 2005). Neither are community activities to 
promote more sustainable forms of food, energy and transport. They have tended to 
grow out of what I would call the alternative food movement, sustainable energy and 
sustainable transport movements respectively, which arguably might be described as 
grassroots green niche movements. The alternative food movement is well-studied, 
the sustainable energy movement less so, and the sustainable transport movement 
least of all, perhaps because it is newer, less extensive and more dispersed. But the 
existence of all these movements has provided the Transition movement with 
practical examples of community action on which to draw, and in the UK it has drawn 
heavily upon them, sometimes assisted by organisations external to Transition.
One example within the Transition food repertoire is that of Community Supported 
Agriculture schemes (CSAs). A number of Transition Initiatives have started CSAs, 
for example Transition Crouch End, Transition Bath and Transition Town Dorchester, 
and the concept is also being adapted for other food-related purposes. For instance. 
Sustainable Bungay (a Transition Initiative) has chosen to use a CSA model for a 
community bee project to promote natural beekeepingT the main aim of which is to 
support the preservation of honey bees, with honey production being seen as a side 
benefit. A couple of women from the Soil Association team that has been promoting
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Community Supported Agriculture schemes (CSAs) in the UK for the past few years 
ran a workshop on the topic for Transition before the start of the annual Transition 
Network conference in mid-2009.
The concept is said to have originally emerged out of a project in Germany in the 
1980s, from where it spread, in particular to the United States. It is based on the 
idea of providing a guaranteed market and ‘fair income’ for a farm’s produce where 
the ‘risks and rewards are shared between the community (the consumers) and the 
farmers’ in a way that connects people to how their food is grown. According to a 
case study of Stroud Community Agriculture (pre-Transition), one of the earliest 
CSAs to be established in the UK, it ‘aims to integrate community and agriculture 
through the management of a sustainable and environmentally responsible farm that 
benefits everyone involved...with a mutually supportive, rather than competitive, 
economic system’ (BRASS, 2011:1) Though this can be organised in different ways, 
it often involves a monthly payment for a share of the produce which is collected on 
set days, member work days and a management group drawn from the membership.
Another example of a Transition activity idea borrowed from elsewhere is that of 
community seed swaps, an activity that many Transition Initiatives have 
implemented. Promoted in the UK by a Brighton-based organisation called Seedy 
Sundays that was set up in 2001, it is based on a similar activity the founders came 
across in Canada. The concept is to hold an event in early spring where growers can 
swap seeds they harvested and stored the previous year. According to Seedy 
Sunday’s website, it is a ‘campaign to protect biodiversity and protest against the 
increasing control of the seed supply by a handful of companies’ (Seedy Sunday 
2013). This is often done through encouraging the promotion of heritage and local 
varieties which are seen as well-suited to local conditions.
There are also a number of examples of how the Transition energy repertoire has 
drawn on activity ideas from beyond the movement. One instance is the concept of 
lending out energy monitors to the public in order to encourage people to take action 
to reduce their electricity usage. This is an activity idea that has been spreading 
within the UK over the past few years, not only among interested energy-focused 
community groups, but some local councils. The initiator of an energy monitor loan 
project in Transition Bath was inspired by a similar project that he heard about on the 
radio which was being implemented by a library in Australia. He himself had already 
installed an energy monitor, and it was his experience of monitoring the difference
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the resulting behaviour changes made to his energy use and bills, in comparison with 
a solar thermal system he had also installed, that convinced him it was much more 
cost-effective.
Transition Bath’s energy group therefore bought five energy monitors. These were 
then leant out to individual households for a month at a small fee. The first week 
they were meant to just monitor their current usage, making note of what their 
consumption was. Then, based on this knowledge, the idea was that they then made 
some changes in order to reduce their energy use over a period of a couple of 
weeks. Then at the end of the month (4 weeks), they noted any actual changes in 
their total electricity use, before handing back the energy monitor.
Transition Haslemere approached Waverley Borough Council about the ten electricity 
monitors the council had purchased, and suggested that Transition Haslemere use 
them fora 10:10 project with schools. They then approached a number of local 
schools to suggest that the schools use them with a class, with selected students 
taking home a monitor for a month in order to note their energy use each day. The 
idea was that in the first week the household kept a note of current useage; then they 
started implementing ‘energy saving measures’ based on an information sheet of 
suggestions provided by Transition Haslemere, and noting any resulting savings at 
the end of the month.
The first school to take them decided to issue one monitor for each class, with one 
student being nominated to take it home for the month and reporting back weekly on 
energy use and any energy saving measures the household had implemented. This 
was an approach that Transition Haslemere felt would help the project reach many 
more people. A year on, the results were disappointing in terms of energy reduction 
figures from those households who had used the monitors. Perhaps this was 
because -  unlike the Transition Bath example above -  the actual household 
decision-makers had not chosen to take part, and were therefore potentially less 
interested in reducing their energy use.
Another activity idea that has spread quickly in the UK since COIN and 
ClimateXchange in Oxfordshire apparently held one of the first in 2007 is that of Eco­
nome Open Days: ‘[Mjore than 10,000 people’ are meant to have visited such ‘eco- 
homes’ by 2010 (Bird 2010). An Eco-Home Open Day is an event that showcases 
properties where householders have either refurbished an existing house to reduce
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energy use and/or generate energy, or commissioned/bought an energy efficient new 
build. Members of the public are invited to visit a number of different homes, often of 
different periods and with different challenges, where they are shown round, usually 
by the owner who explains what they have done, and why, and what they have 
learned in the process. Transition Stroud was among the groups who picked up on 
the idea and implemented it in 2008. Transition Town Lewes did the same in 2009, 
creating a leaflet describing the ten homes involved as well as placing it on their 
website. They had about 300 visitors the first year.
The Transition transport repertoire also draws on community activities from beyond 
the movement. For instance, concepts like car clubs, bicycle repair workshops, 
recycled cooking oil cooperatives, twenty mile an hour zones and walking and cycling 
maps are not original to Transition. They are activity concepts that have come from 
the broader ‘sustainable transport’ movement, and have been implemented 
elsewhere, not only by other community groups or NGOs, but by local authorities -  
sometimes in partnership with businesses. For example. Transition Malvern Flills 
teamed up with Colwall Greener in 2011 to lease an electric smart car for a year, via 
an existing car club, ‘at a reduced rate as part of a Government funded scheme to 
log patterns of use and recharging’ (Colwall Greener 2012). Another instance are 
‘critical mass’ bike rides, an activity that has been adopted by both Transition 
Southampton and Transition Plymouth, and which apparently occur in over 300 cities 
around the world. Originally designed to draw ‘attention to how unfriendly the city 
was to cyclists’, it is now ‘also a celebration of pedal power in our lives’ (Transition 
Plymouth 2011).
As the above examples illustrate, many Transition activities build on activity ideas 
that pre-date the Transition movement, and echo types of activities currently being 
implemented by other local groups that do not identify directly as Transition, as 
corroborated in a number of my interviews: ‘...w e have links with other groups, and 
not necessarily Transition groups, but just other ideas generally out there, because 
they’re not all Transition groups who have these good ideas.... So yeah, looking at 
other groups, seeing other ideas, and you just think well that sounds a great idea. I’d 
love to do that, let’s do that, yeah’ (Mia, Transition Initiative O). As such the 
community-based action repertoires of Transition are not unique, but a part of the 
repertoires of wider sustainably-oriented thematic or grassroots green niche 
movements. However, as the next sub-section will illustrate, the Transition 
movement is not just a passive recipient of activity ideas from these broader
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movements. It is an active participant in the evolution of these repertoires, playing a 
strategic role in circulating activity ideas both within and beyond the movement, and 
in encouraging innovation through reinvention.
Circulating ideas within the movement and beyond: Mechanisms involved
This sub-section explores how Transition is strategically contributing to the circulation 
of low carbon community-based activity ideas, arguing that there are a number of 
formal and informal mechanisms within the Transition movement that assist in the 
spread of activity ideas and related lessons. These formal mechanisms include 
Network-arranged events and communication products -  in particular, the annual 
conferences, training courses, the Transition books, films, websites and newsletters 
-  instituted to disseminate Network framing and share strategic learning, as well as 
meetings and events set up by individual Initiatives. The informal mechanisms 
include chance encounters and research on the internet.
One obvious example of a formal mechanism to circulate ideas is the Transition 
Network Local Food book which explicitly acknowledges its debt to the ‘local food 
movement’ (Pinkerton & Hopkins 2009). Although many of the Initiative activities I 
explored were started before it was published, one of my interviewees spoke of how 
it had been helpful in providing ideas for their Initiative’s food group. But although 
one of the activity ideas mentioned in the book is that of guerrilla gardening (illicit 
planting in areas not owned by the grower), in the case of at least two Transition 
Initiatives of which I am aware, it is the guerrilla-gardening experience of Incredible 
Edible Todmorden, as retold by one of the founders, that has spurred similar 
Transition projects.
Though not a Transition Initiative, Edible Todmorden members have been invited to 
speak at a number of different Transition Initiative events. One such talk inspired a 
number of Transition Bath members to engage in some guerrilla gardening, and 
another led some Transition Town Totnes members to start a guerrilla gardening 
project called Incredible Edible Totnes that Hopkins (2011c) publicised on Transition 
Cuiture. What this illustrates is how it is not only Network books, but Transition 
Initiative-arranged talks about practical case studies of community action which 
assist in spreading an activity idea in a way that it is taken up, and implemented 
elsewhere.
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An example of how the Transition movement is also helping to circulate activity 
concepts beyond the movement involves a Transition Initiative-brokered workshop to 
promote the setting up of local food-buying coops. This was part of a three-year 
Lottery funded programme, ‘Making Local Food Work’ designed and implemented by 
Sustain, the Soil Association, CPRE, F ARMA, Cooperatives UK, Country Markets Ltd 
and the Plunkett Foundation. The workshop itself was advertised by a local 
Transition group, and one of their members was part of the facilitation team. But the 
audience, whilst attracting members of different Transition Initiatives (largely from 
within the same district) was made up of an equivalent number of people who 
identified themselves as interested individuals, food-growers, owners of small retail 
outlets interested in linking with a buying group, or public sector workers -  in 
particular the NHS and the local council -  who wanted to find out how they might 
assist in promoting buying groups. The interest of those from the NFIS stemmed 
from a desire to promote healthier eating in areas where access to fresh produce is 
often difficult.
Although there are no specific thematic Network books on energy and transport as 
yet, and there has tended to be less of a focus on these themes at annual 
conferences, there are still examples where the movement has served as a vehicle 
for the circulation of community-based activity ideas. For instance, in terms of the 
energy repertoire. Transition Brighton and Hove’s (TBH) energy group picked up the 
idea of conducting an eco-energy fair from Transition Town Lewes, after meeting with 
members of their energy group and asking them what activities they would suggest 
TBH undertook. An example of circulation of transport activity ideas is the sharing of 
notes on Transition Town Worthing’s website (2010a) by a member who attended an 
Open Space transport discussion at a South East regional gathering. There, ideas 
for activities were shared and explored in order to help inform transport strategies of 
those groups.
What these examples show is that the Transition movement has played a role in 
circulating activity ideas from outside and inside the movement not only within the 
Transition movement, but also sometimes to an external audience. The 
communication mechanisms for doing this are not unusual. Like many current 
movements, they not only involve face-to-face meeting and publications, but virtual 
means such as websites, blogs, videos and email. It is this circulation of activity 
ideas within Transition which has helped to establish the thematic repertoires.
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Reinventing activities
However, the evolution of the repertoire is dependent on the local reinvention of 
activity ideas, based on the interests and opportunities grassroots activists perceive 
in their area. Thus, whilst there are often a number of examples of an activity type, 
particularly in the food repertoire, frequently there are wide variations in the details of 
how an activity is implemented. As will be seen, it is this variation which provides 
much of the impetus for the evolution of the repertoire: experimenting with different 
ways of implementing an activity provides a source of learning and even, sometimes, 
innovation which contribute to repertoire development.
The following example gives a flavour of how such reinvention can occur. One 
Transition Farnham member drew on his personal experience of guerrilla gardening 
in a housing estate where he lived to develop a concept for a Transition project which 
he called ‘Interstitial Spaces’. Of his own volition, he had planted vegetables in a 
communal flower bed below his window. But some of his neighbours complained to 
the council housing officer. The council housing officer talked to the Transition 
member, and when the latter explained his reasons for wanting to plant vegetables, 
the housing officer seemed sympathetic. This led the Transition member to start 
thinking about the possibilities of using such council land to grow food as part of a 
larger Transition project. As a result, three members of the Transition group had a 
meeting with members of the borough housing department to discuss whether the 
Transition group might be allowed to plant plants of nutritional value, to either 
humans or wildlife, on spaces owned by the council.
Though this discussion did not lead to any further action, three other Transition 
groups -  seemingly independently of each other -  have developed similar activities. 
Transition Tunbridge Wells planted a plot in front of the library (which won a couple of 
prizes), and Transition Finsbury Park has been planting a number of council-owned 
plots. Transition Town Brixton food group have also been cultivating a group of 
council estate gardens that had been abandoned. Although they struggled to get 
residents to become actively involved, residents had responded positively to the 
group’s activities in the plot as it was seen as cleaning up an area that had become 
the site of illicit activity.
Another example of how Initiatives adapt activity ideas to their own circumstances 
and purpose, this time within the energy action repertoire, is that of the Transition
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Town Lewes and Transition Brighton and Hove (TBH) energy fairs. As mentioned 
above, TBH had picked up the idea of doing an energy fair from Transition Town 
Lewes. But how they decided to implement it was different. The Transition Town 
Lewes energy fair concentrated on bringing local renewable energy installers 
together to set up a number of stalls in a shopping mall on a particular day in order to 
provide information to passing members of the public. In contrast, the TBH eco- 
energy fair was held as a ticketed event at the Hove town hall and there was an 
entrance charge. It involved over twenty stalls, not only of installers of renewable 
energy, but eco-architects, sustainable transport businesses, and environment- 
oriented community groups. According to one member of Transition Town Lewes, 
the way the TBH event was set up meant it was likely to appeal to members of the 
public already interested in the issue and probably already considering action, 
whereas their version targeted people who happened to be passing by.
A further example of different ways Initiatives are choosing to implement the same 
activity type can be seen in the group-supported behaviour change programmes that 
are part of all three repertoires. Global Action Plan (GAP) was probably the 
originator of such an approach to environmental issues, developing the idea in the 
States in the early 1990s with its Eco-Teams project. An Eco-Team involves monthly 
group meetings which explore a different topic each time -  rubbish, shopping, 
energy, water and travel -  over a period of six months that aim to encourage 
reflection on personal household practices and possible areas for change in a 
supportive environment. Group sizes can vary but are often in the region of five to 
ten people, and may involve neighbours or colleagues. The meeting is facilitated by 
a facilitator, who may have gone on an Eco-Team training of facilitators course or 
been through a course themselves, using materials and a course-structure 
developed and refined by GAP.
Other pro-environmental behaviour change programmes have emerged since then, 
in particular in the last ten years. Examples include: Carbon Rationing Action Groups 
(CRAGS) which are less structured in format but set targets for carbon reductions, in 
particular in relation to energy use; Carbon Conversations that has also produced its 
own materials, and provides facilitator training; and the 10:10 campaign which 
published advice on what individuals might do to cut carbon emissions to support 
people and organisations who had committed to a 10% reduction in 2010.
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I have come across a number of Transition Initiatives that have tried Eco-Teams, a 
couple which have adopted Carbon Conversations, one that attempted to set up a 
CRAG, and one where some members committed to 10:10 and formed a group to 
help them reduce their carbon emissions, drawing on materials produced by the 
10:10 organisers. Eco-Teams has possibly been the most popular so far because it 
is, according to Transition Buxton’s website (2011b), a ‘well-established and effective 
way of helping each other to live a greener lifestyle.’ However I was at a regional 
Transition conference where someone who had trained as a facilitator of Carbon 
Conversations ran a taster session to introduce it as an approach to the Transition 
Initiative representatives there. Therefore this may change, particularly as the 
adoption of Carbon Conversations by Transition Norwich to support their existing 
neighbourhood groups has been identified in a CISE innovation case study as a key 
point in the development of Carbon Conversations (Hargreaves 2012).
However, a number of Transition Initiatives have developed their own group- 
supported behaviour change programmes. In 2009 Transition Town Totnes 
developed Transition Together within a project called Transition Streets. This again 
involves monthly meetings of a group of people (neighbours) to discuss a set range 
of topics (energy, food and transport included). Having trialled the materials and 
approach in Totnes, they received funding to roll it out to ten other Transition 
Initiatives, and also received a grant from DECC’s Low Carbon Communities 
Challenge to bulk-buy solar panels for participants who had completed the course of 
meetings and wished to make such an investment. Transition Leicester has since 
developed ‘Footpaths’ with their own handbook which uses seven meetings to 
support ‘community carbon reduction’. A member of Transition Marsden and 
Slaithwaite has developed an approach using Motivational Interviewing techniques, 
and has trained a number of others in the area to run workshops that use this 
method. Independently Transition Scotland is also exploring the potential of 
Motivational Interviewing in group settings.
In essence, then the Transition movement has not only been a vehicle for the spread 
of activity ideas, but for their reinvention by particular Initiatives. This has prompted 
the evolution of an activity type and -  on rare occasions -  a metamorphosis that has 
created another activity type. The prime example of such a transformation, I would 
argue, is the concept of garden share. First developed in Transition Town Totnes in 
2007 by a paid staff member of the Transition Network, based on an experience of 
seeing a similar project fail because of ‘lack of clarity between owners and growers’
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(Pinkerton and Hopkins 2009: 74), there do not appear to have been other well- 
publicised examples to draw on, though Life Cycles, a non-profit organisation in 
Victoria, Canada is said to have started a ‘sharing backyards’ project in 2005 
(Hawkins 2012).
The Garden Share model developed in Totnes is a match-making process. People 
who have land to offer fill in a form, either over the phone or in person, about the site 
and their expectations of the scheme (e.g. what percentage of the harvest they would 
expect [usually 25%] etc), and are then matched to people who want to grow, who 
have also filled in a form and been interviewed about their skills and commitment.
The matching process involves talking through the details of the site (with photos) 
and conditions of use with the potential grower, and the skills and desires of the 
grower with the landowner, without revealing their details to each other (Brown n.d.). 
If they are both happy to go ahead, they are put in touch with each other, and asked 
to fill in a garden-share ‘certificate’ [downloadable from the Transition Town Totnes 
website (ibid)] that details the expectations of landowner and grower. The project 
manager then contacts each person occasionally through the year to find out how 
things are going, and a feedback form is provided at the end of the year (ibid). The 
project participants are covered by Transition Town Totnes’ public liability insurance 
that financially protects both grower and owner (ibid).
Many other Transition groups have been inspired to experiment with this idea. 
Transition Falmouth was an early adopter, as was Transition Tunbridge Wells. 
Transition Brighton and Hove developed the idea under the name ‘Grow Your 
Neighbour’s Own’. It was run voluntarily for a couple of years by those who initiated 
it, before they handed it over to the Brighton Local Food Initiative which employed a 
part-time worker to manage the scheme. The new worker was facing a couple of 
challenges when I interviewed him in 2010: (i) they had more potential growers on 
their list than potential land; and (ii) often the gardens on offer were on the edge of 
the city, and therefore quite a distance from potential growers, many of whom lived 
near to the centre where land is more scarce. This does not appear to have been an 
issue for Transition Town Totnes, probably because it is a small town, and thus 
distances are less.
However, Transition Farnham had the opposite experience. Their garden-share 
scheme was set up after the founder of the group went to Totnes, and heard about 
the gardenshare project there. On his return, he suggested this might be a good
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project to develop, when he was approached by a member of the group who 
wondered how he might contribute. This activist, together with another member of 
the group, designed a leaflet and advertised the scheme around the town. However, 
whilst they had many offers of garden space for sharing, they struggled to find 
anyone interested in growing in such a space, despite there being a waiting list for 
allotments. They suggested this was because people in Farnham were not 
community-oriented, and therefore did not want to share land they did not have full 
control over.
There have been at least forty Transition Initiatives in the UK that have attempted to 
implement a version of the garden share idea. Other versions of the garden share 
idea have included the Bath Area Garden Share. Although this ceased to function. 
Transition Bath, together with a number of other groups, including the council, 
worked with students at Bath University to explore the feasibility of setting up a 
garden share between residents and students in the area of Oldfield Park, where the 
latter were in rented accommodation with gardens, which has since been 
implemented (Oldfield Park Growing Together 2010).
Apart from the mushrooming of gardenshare experiments within Transition, the 
Transition Town Totnes project also inspired the setting up of a non-Transition 
national scheme. Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, a ‘celebrity chef in the UK, visited 
Totnes for a TV series in 2008, and filmed the garden share scheme. This inspired 
him and ‘his team’ to set up the Landshare (n.d.) website in mid-2009, sponsored by 
Channel 4. The website serves as a portal for interested individuals and groups to 
advertise land they are offering or seeking, mapping the location of land and potential 
growers and providing the facility to make contact. Suggested processes and 
documents for making an agreement between landowner and grower are also 
available, and there is also a website area where people can seek advice from other 
website visitors on growing matters (ibid).
The suggested agreement is very different from the one that Transition Farnham was 
proposing to use, which they had borrowed from a parish scheme nearby. The latter 
was a simple, plain English one-page document setting out expectations. The 
Landshare agreement in contrast is several pages long and written in what I term 
‘legalese’, presumably overseen by lawyers for Channel 4 (ibid). The tone seems a 
far cry from the original aspirations of the Transition Town Totnes developer which 
apparently was to ‘facilitate thorough, open and trust-based communication between
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the two parties’ (Pinkerton & Hopkins 2009: 74). Yet Botsman (2010), who together 
with Rogers (Botsman & Rogers 2010), have identified what they see as an emerging 
internet-based ‘collaborative consumption movement’, cited the Landshare website 
as one of her favourite examples of the ‘collaborative lifestyles’ strand. Moreover, 
the setting up of Landshare led to public commitments from both the National Trust 
(Landshare n.d.) and British Waterways (British Waterways 2009) who manage the 
UK’s canals to provide land, where feasible and appropriate, for community groups 
interested in promoting food growing.
Landshare has also facilitated land-grower links for at least a couple of Transition 
Initiatives. The founder of Transition Godalming offered some land through the 
Landshare website which led to the setting up of an interesting variation on the 
theme of a community allotment project. Called ‘Allotmore’ (2010a) this is actually an 
enterprise which rents a vegetable growing plot to individuals in the way that 
conventional council-run allotments would do in the UK. However, it also offers 
options for allotment holders who are too busy to tend an allotment to the degree 
needed to pay a higher fee for maintenance work (weeding, watering etc) carried out 
by a paid member of staff. Allotmore also has pigs, and offered the option to 
allotment holders to pay for raising a turkey for Christmas 2010 which they could be 
responsible for butchering (Allotmore 2010b).
The gardenshare type of activity is thus an example of not only the processes of 
circulation and reinvention that have been key to Transition repertoire development, 
but how Transition is contributing to the action repertoire of the broader alternative 
food movement, as partially illustrated in Figure 7.2 below. As such, I would argue 
that it represents a grassroots social innovation that has emerged from the 
movement. But as this example suggests, the lines between reinvention and 
innovation are blurred, and potentially contestable. This is also illustrated in the 
activity of creating energy descent action plans. I would argue that this is a novel 
tactic Transition is promoting through the movement, but the idea of community 
climate change action plans have been around for some time and their aims could be 
argued to be relatively similar. Similarly, it does appear that the gardenshare idea 
was developed on the back of an encounter with a similar project that was 
unsuccessful. However, the argument here is that it was not a visible part of the 
activity repertoire of the broader local food movement in the UK, until Transition 
Town Totnes developed it further.
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Figure 7.2: The circulation and reinvention of the gardenshare activity
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Whilst I do argue that this is an instance of social innovation, what this example does 
is to problematise the concept of innovation as necessarily meaning a novel 
invention, through showing how what might be regarded as a social innovation (e.g. 
Landshare) builds on what has gone before. Thus, whilst the description of the 
thematic repertoires would suggest that the Transition movement is superficially 
derivative in terms of the forms of collective action it involves (as I imagine many 
movements are), what the analysis above illustrates is that the generation of 
innovation may actually be an outcome of the evolution of action repertoires, based 
on processes of circulation and reinvention. In other words, variations on a theme 
may provide inspiration for a new activity type that is taken up by other groups within 
and outside the movement: in essence, a social innovation.
Overall, then, the Transition movement has become a means for broadcasting and 
propagating thematic activity ideas from broader grassroots green niche movements, 
using formal and informal mechanisms such as Transition Network books and 
conferences, or Initiative exchanges. The emerging Transition thematic repertoires 
reflect this. But Transition has also been a source of inspiration for community- 
focused action beyond the movement, and is acting as a potential incubator for social
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innovation, largely attributable to a movement ethos that encourages local 
experimentation through circulation and reinvention.
Conclusion
This chapter has outlined what Transition's community-based action strategy 
involves, through exploring the nature of the food, energy and transport action 
repertoires the movement is developing. The evolution of these tactical repertoires 
represents the movement’s core action strategy in support of the localisation and 
resilience-building sought by Transition. Whilst not unique to Transition, this form of 
action strategy and the kinds of activities (tactics) it entails -  for instance. Community 
Supported Agriculture Schemes, eco-home days and critical mass cycle rides -  are 
not frequently acknowledged in mainstream social movement thinking.
In particular, this chapter has shown how this action strategy is underpinned by a 
number of change strategies that aim to shift the way the current economic system 
works, as well as the food, energy and transport regimes this system supports. This 
includes a change strategy not recognised in social movement theory that is 
increasingly being promoted by the Network: the creation of local providers based on 
a social enterprise model.
We have to ^  those economies and model those businesses that we want 
out there and prove the concept wherever possible... The more that we can 
create alternative systems by channelling our consumption and investment 
and convince others that these are great ways of living, and consistent with 
what we are trying to achieve long term ... that’s the way we’re going to 
succeed. (Michael Shuman, ‘a long-time pioneer of localisation’, in Hopkins 
2011a: 290-291).
However, although there are many similarities between the types and forms of 
activities across the thematic repertoires, they differ in how mature they are: the food 
repertoire is the most well-established, and the transport repertoire the least. The 
chapter argues that this is largely because of differences in the existing food, energy 
and transport regimes, both in terms of their governance and scale, as well as the 
cultural embeddedness of current social practices related to food, energy and 
transport. This appears to impact on the availability and accessibility of entry points 
for community-based action, echoing political process analysis that suggests the
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openness of a political system to movement engagement -  its political opportunity 
structure -  can help to explain movement strategy. However, this is only part of the 
story. For a movement focused on low carbon community action, the state 
represents just one actor in the governance of the food, energy and transport 
regimes at the local-level. Current ways of living are also seen as constraints on the 
Transition’s movement’s room for manoeuvre. This suggests that ‘cultural 
opportunities’ (or perceived constraints) impact on what activists decide they can 
practically do, and thus on the development of action repertoires.
The chapter also explored the processes that have assisted in the development of 
the action repertoires. It argued that all the repertoires have borrowed heavily from 
the broader alternative food, sustainable energy and sustainable transport 
movements respectively. These are movements that both pre-date and extend 
beyond the Transition movement. But it also contended that the Transition 
movement, through Network materials and Transition Initiative networks, has not 
simply been a vehicle for diffusing and replicating pre-existing repertoire activity 
ideas. It has, to extend a practice-based analogy (Shove & Pantzar 2005), provided 
a means by which activity ideas not only circulate, but are reinvented locally through 
place-based activities, what the Network calls ‘practical manifestations’.
Formal and informal mechanisms such as the annual Transition Network 
conferences, or links between Initiatives within the movement and beyond, help in 
circulating activity ideas. In the process of implementation, the chapter suggested, 
the idea-in-practice is moulded and developed according to the particularities of the 
group and their (perception of) context, in particular opportunities and constraints. 
This can sometimes lead to social innovations, as highlighted in the example of 
gardenshare, which has now become a part of the repertoire of the broader 
alternative food movement. This is a much more agentic, interactive and 
interpretative process than the concepts of diffusion and replication which dominate 
social movement thinking on the spread of movements and tactics. It is a process 
that reflects the purposiveness of action repertoires.
This suggests that the potential importance of grassroots green niche movements is 
that they provide a vehicle for spreading activity ideas in ways that can be adapted 
locally, and which can lead to novel versions that can themselves spread through the 
movement, and even beyond. This supports Smith’s (2007) contention that 
embedding learning mechanisms is likely to be important for niche development.
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Moreover, Transition could be said to be incubating social innovation, where social 
innovation is about experimenting with novel ways of inducing social (or economic) 
change, usually by encouraging new, or at least less mainstream, social 
arrangements or ‘soft’ infrastructure (e.g. gardensharing or energy service 
companies). However, I prefer the term ‘reinvention’ to ‘innovation’ because the vast 
majority of Transition activities are based on pre-existing activities, adapted to local 
circumstances, preferences and purposes, which make them different and potentially 
novel in relation to the original activity.
As this chapter has indicated, and the next chapter will elaborate, such reinvention 
includes a form of scenario-planning. Energy Descent Action Plans (EDAPs), a 
version of which is also prominent in the Transition Management approach that 
Transition theory has helped to spawn. Though just one element of Transition’s 
action repertoires, EDAPs remain an important part of Network framing of the 
Transition approach, and provide, together with related mapping projects, further 
insight into Transition’s overall change strategy. The overarching change strategy, to 
which the change strategies identified in this chapter contribute, is the subject of the 
next chapter.
Energy activities are defined here as any that aim to supply energy to, or reduce its use in, buildings, 
although given Transition Network prognostic framing, reducing energy consumption is the raison 
d’etre for all Transition activity, and thus arguably Transition Initiative food and transport and other 
activities could also be described as ‘energy’ activities.
This is by no means a comprehensive list o f all Transition projects: it is up to individual Initiatives 
to create a page for their project and there are many o f which I am aware that are not represented. 
Indeed a few o f the projects appear to be being implemented by non-Transition groups. Moreover 
there is some overlap between the projects in different categories, and some o f the categorisations 
seemed to me to be a little tangential to the theme, particularly those associated with transport. 
However, these figures do roughly reflect the proportions I found in the particular initiatives I explored 
in more depth.
‘Natural beekeeping’ uses bee hives that are different from conventional hives in that they are 
supposed to better mimic hive-building in nature.
230
Manifesting the Transition: Reconfiguring lifestyles and livelihoods
Chapter Eight 
Manifesting the Transition: 
Reconfiguring lifestyles and livelihoods 
Introduction
This chapter argues that the Transition movement is best understood as both a form 
of lifestyle movement and a type of political movement in terms of its ambitions and 
the related change strategies employed. Concerned with the ‘whole of the way we 
live our lives', as the quotation from a Transition activist below suggests, the 
movement goes beyond a focus on the politics and ethics of consumption practices, 
and the individualised strategies of life politics (Giddens 1991), that tend to be 
associated with lifestyle movements. As the last chapter showed, it is also 
concerned with systems of provision that shape and are shaped by relevant social 
practices, and therefore an aspect of sub-politics (Beck 1997).
... there’s the Slow Food Movement, and there’s the Greening Campaign, 
there’s Low Carbon Communities... Transition is to me the only one which is. 
I ’ll say, truly holistic; it’s looking at the whoie of the way we live our lives... 
food, energy, transport, housing... I have a whole life that is made up of all 
these different factors, and Transition gets me to see that they’re all the 
factors and connect them all up together. (David, Transition Initiative A)
The literature on holistic lifestyle movements such as those associated with 
intentional communities would imply that the core change strategy adopted is likely to 
be prefiguring the preferred future through practicing the desired way of living in the 
present. This chapter explores whether Transition’s action repertoires promote social 
practices that prefigure the desired localised low carbon future that is envisioned in 
the movement, and what action strategies are adopted to achieve this. But it also 
explores whether the concept of préfiguration provides sufficient explanatory power 
for Transition’s change strategy, given its systems focus, and what this suggests 
about the politics inherent in Transition community action. It argues that the 
overarching change strategy, to which the change strategies in the last chapter 
contribute, is not only the prefiguring of future lifestyles, but the reconfiguring of 
existing systems, and therefore current lifestyles and livelihoods.
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Envisioning local low carbon systems
As the chapter on Transition Network framing illustrated, the creation of Energy 
Descent Action Plans (EDAPs) by Initiatives was originally advocated as the key 
Transition action strategy. EDAPs bring together all the themes, such as food, 
energy and transport, to provide a picture of the desired future in a particular locality, 
and the intermittent transitional stages to get there from here. Although reflected 
within the categorisations of activities of each of the repertoires, it is not a tactic that 
has been widely implemented as yet, despite its centrality in the Network's original 
framing. However, there are a few examples of EDAPs which provide an insight into 
the kinds of future envisioned within the movement. There have also been a number 
of thematic-specific reports commissioned to help inform the making of particular 
EDAPs, especially that of Transition Town Totnes which also help to provide a vision 
of this future.
This section explores a few of these EDAPs and reports because, on paper, they are 
the most explicit evidence of Transition Initiative strategy-making at local level to 
bring about localised low carbon systems. As such, they help to illustrate the specific 
change strategies outlined in the last chapter that underpin the repertoires. But 
whilst the EDAPs do involve back-casting, based on the creation of desirable^® future 
scenarios for a number of the themes (e.g. food, energy and transport), they have 
largely functioned thus far to provide positive visions to work towards (or in the case 
of some of the thematic reports, to generate an understanding of what might be 
feasible), rather than as strategy documents. But they do provide outlines of the kind 
of local future(s) the Transition movement is attempting to bring about.
Perhaps the most interesting of the EDAP-related activities, from a strategy point of 
view, has been that of mapping the potential of an area to produce either enough 
food or enough energy for its population. Although some of the assumptions in the 
reports are problematic', they do help both to test Transition localisation ideals and to 
identify what infrastructure may be required in the building of more local (interlinking) 
food and energy systems. They thus represent overt attempts at strategy-production 
at the local level within parameters related -  not to the political opportunity structure 
-  but to demand (based on estimates of population size and social expectations) and 
the availability of local resources. They therefore illustrate the links between
At least to those involved.
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production and consumption in terms of supply and demand, through a systems lens, 
as well as serving to highlight some of the gaps in the current repertoire of Transition 
food and energy activities".
Transition Town Totnes (Hopkins et al 2009), Transition Stroud (Macmillan & 
Cockcroft 2008) and Transition Norwich (Wakeman n.d.) have all produced reports 
that explore the potential of their immediate areas to feed the current population, and 
how this might be done. All were inspired by an article in the magazine. The Land, 
by Simon Fairlie (2007) which attempted to update Mellanby’s 1975 calculations of 
whether ‘Britain can Feed Itself?’"'. None of the three studies are identical in their 
assumptions and parameters''', but there are similarities. Whilst they highlight the 
challenges involved in attempting to localise food production and consumption, they 
portray the future of food in an ideal Transitioned world, as being based on a web of 
relatively small, labour-intensive mixed organic or permaculture farms that 
incorporate agro-forestry, and which rely on local processing infrastructure and 
markets.
This idea was adapted to explore whether Totnes and District could ‘power itself for 
Transition Town Totnes’ Energy Descent Action Plan, based on an existing report 
that was commissioned for the whole of South Devon in 2006 (Hodgson & Hopkins 
2010:140-167). As with the Totnes food study of a similar name, it lays out an 
analysis of potential demand and supply (the date picked is 2030) and whether these 
can be met from renewable resources within the District. The assumption is made -  
based on the Centre for Alternative Technology’s study (2008), Zero Carbon Britain 
2030 -  that current energy demand (including for transport) can be cut by 50%.
There is then a relatively detailed analysis of the ‘potential for renewable energy 
supplies’ based on a number of different technology options including heat pumps, 
anaerobic digesters and heat and power systems, and that includes solar, wind, 
hydro (including marine), biomass and waste as energy sources (Hodgson and 
Hopkins 2010:145-159). The energy future implicitly envisioned is thus one powered 
by renewable energy generated as locally as possible, and in which demand has 
been significantly reduced.
There have also been activities within the transport repertoire that have attempted to 
think strategically about how a localised low carbon transport system can be 
achieved in an area. Sustainable Frome (a Transition Initiative) developed a three- 
year Local Transport Plan to supplement a longer-term Community Strategic Plan:
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Vision for Frome in order ‘to address some of the more urgent and pressing transport 
and travel concerns’ (Sustainable Frome 2009). Another example is a report by 
Steve Melia (2009) Towards a Transport Energy Descent Plan for Oxford, which was 
written for a fledgling Transition Oxford groupé and funded by Sustrans.
The aim of this report was to inform, and ideally influence, the Oxfordshire County 
Council’s Transform Oxford programme, the focus of which was on expanding the 
pedestrianised areas in the centre of this university city (ibid). Exploring the current 
mobility culture of Oxford, the Transition report highlights a number of options which 
Melia (2009) believes are likely to further encourage people out of cars and onto foot, 
bikes or public transport, in a way that the council’s proposals will not. These 
include: improving ‘filtered permeability’ which favours ‘sustainable’ forms of travel 
over cars by making these alternatives more convenient and fast (e.g. effective cycle 
paths and use of bollards); moving the bus station to outside the railway station for 
better integration of public transport; the creation of a tram system; and the need for 
spatial planning that encourages ‘the strengthening of district centres’ within the city 
to reduce the need to travel into the centre. In essence, the report suggests 
measures to enable the creation of a low carbon transport system, reflecting the 
specific change strategies identified in the last chapter. Implicit within this is a vision 
of Oxford where spatially-distributed city services are accessed by foot, bike or public 
transport (tram and bus), and the train is the preferred option for longer distance 
travel.
These visions of the future of food, energy and transport are explicitly laid out in the 
few Energy Descent Action Plans that have been produced so far. Extracts from one 
by Taunton Transition Town (Godfrey & Birch 2009), put together based on a series 
of workshops with the local council, are given below in Table 8.1. They provide a 
good flavour of the nature of future food, energy and transport systems being 
promoted through the movement, though it involved collaborating with council staff. 
As they illustrate, the changes envisioned involve both shifts in systems of production 
and provision, and in consumption-related social practices.
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Table 8.1: Transition-facilitated food, energy and transport visions for Taunton Deane
Towards a Resilient Taunton Deane
(Godfrey & Birch 2009)
Food
Rather than relying on high levels o f food imports to the UK (as in 2009) Taunton Deane 
and its surrounding neighbours have become over 80% self sufficient in food. What 
started as a surge of interest in vegetable gardening blossomed into nothing short of a 
food revolution. The Council could barely keep up with demand for allotment space, whilst 
garden share schemes and community gardening clubs became Increasingly popular, as 
did seed swaps and ‘glut giveaways’. The Council also set the trend for businesses to 
give employees an hour a week to work In their ‘green gyms’, and their high profile tree 
planting scheme hit the headlines for Its focus on publicly available food bearing trees. As 
people got more and more used to what foods were In season at any given time, their 
appetite for the Increasingly expensive Imported goods waned. Sales of local meat and 
fish rose as people chose to eat less meat but pay a lot more for good quality local 
produce. The now commonplace food co-ops, able to trade directly with local farmers, 
together with the Increase In farm shops and local food markets, saw some of the Deane’s 
supermarkets closing their doors for good. Village food shops and the baker’s and 
butcher’s vans also contributed to the Increasing localisation of food sourcing and 
distribution. Local food production on a commercial basis became more diverse as the 
changing climate made cultivation of many new crops possible, and the Taunton Flower 
Show’s new Deane Wine competition became hotly contested. (2009: 7)
Energy and Homes
As the ongoing international energy crisis made the national grid (gas and electricity) more 
unreliable, the Borough set out to become more energy resilient. By 2026 its 
communities, businesses and local Council are producing over 50% o f their own energy 
needs. A radical overhaul of the planning system helped local communities to take energy 
generation Into their own hands. A surge In locally managed energy co-ops has made 
small scale community heating systems, solar and wind farming and anaerobic digesters 
commonplace, not least because of the Council’s flagship grant scheme to support such 
Initiatives. The Council Itself has Invested In energy generation schemes Including 
harnessing the River Tone to generate electricity ... However, It Is not Just that the 
Borough Is generating so much of Its own energy. It Is also that people are using far less. 
The annual winter Infrared photo programme led to much ‘naming and shaming’ o f those 
householders whose homes were seen to be leaking valuable warmth, and gave a vital 
boost to the home Insulation programme. Householders have also taken advantage o f the 
more efficient, cheaper micro-generatlon devices which are locally manufactured (thanks 
to the Council’s Innovative scheme to attract ‘green businesses’ Into the Borough) and 
solar panels are commonplace on homes and mandatory on public buildings. (2009: 3)
In addition to the vast Increase In home Insulation, carbon neutral heating systems, and a 
healthy market for energy efficient appliances, one of the biggest changes was In 
Individual people’s habits. Just as It became completely socially unacceptable In the early 
2 f^  century to drink and drive, now It was Just as unacceptable to leave things switched on 
unnecessarily. Equally as people got more used to turning their thermostats down, an 
overheated house was considered unhealthy as well as antisocial. Tumble driers were 
only used In emergencies; the sale of Jumpers rocketed; and slow-cookers were the top­
selling Christmas present for three years running. Once energy efficiency became a 
storyline In the ever popular Eastenders, a note of competition could regularly be heard In 
pubs and clubs as people shared their own top energy saving tips over a locally brewed 
p/nf. (2009: 5)____________________________________________________________________
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Transport
With cheap petrol a faint memory, the way people travel has had to change, and so have 
their reasons for travelling. Yet in 2026, people still work, shop, see friends and family -  
but with a vastly reduced carbon footprint. ... before mass manufacturing made the 
electric vehicle relatively cheap and transport was still reliant on petrol, public behaviour 
had changed to cope with steep prices. Car sharing and pooling became the norm, as 
well as the purchase and running of community minibuses in rural settlements. With more 
and more people opting for home working, roads became far less busy, which in turn 
encouraged even more people to get on their bikes. ‘Walking buses’ to get the kids to 
school replaced the old school run, and indeed no one would now dream of driving on 
short trips that were easily walkable.
However, it was the Council’s integrated public transport strategy that really changed the 
face o f the Borough. The Taunton Deane electric tram system was immediately popular, 
as was the re-opening o f the branch lines to Wellington, Langport, and regular commuting 
trains between Minehead and Taunton. Electric bike hire at Taunton Station competed 
with the new but thriving rickshaw service as the only way to get about town. The increase 
of dedicated cycleways across the Borough, together with secure cycle parks meant that 
the proposed congestion charge for Taunton town centre was never implemented -  as 
there was no congestion any more. But the jewel in the Deane’s crown was the full 
restoration of the Taunton to Bridgewater canal, plus its River Bus scheme on the Tone, 
both o f which proved popular with residents and the increasing number o f UK based 
holidaymakers. The need for speed had been replaced by a delight in seeing the world go 
by at a more leisurely pace. (2009: 9)
Leisure and holidays
A focus on ‘staycations’(holidays in the UK), home swaps, camping and ‘staying put’ to 
garden and enjoy the increased local amenities and community events [e.g. community 
plays]. (2009: 9-10)
Though the idea underlying Energy Descent Action Plans, as explained in Network 
framing, was to help in the identification of strategies for getting from here to there 
through back-casting, unlike in the mapping exercises earlier, they are essentially 
expressions of desire, rather than assessments of feasibility. However, the future 
visions represented do reflect Transition specific change strategies, as the 
movement’s action repertoires testify, strategies that also clearly inform the strategies 
Initiatives advocate to other local actors, in particular their local council. This can be 
seen in Transition Glastonbury’s (2008) submission to Mendip District Council on 
their Future Planning Document, excerpts from which are given in Table 8.2 below.
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Table 8.2: Excerpts from Transition Giastonbury’s (2008) submission to Mendip District Councii
Transition Glastonbury’s submission to Mendip District Council’s 
Future Planning Document
Energy
...the order o f priority is:
a. reducing energy need through:
• reducing transport need e.g. by suitable siting of services
• increasing the energy efficiency o f buildings by higher insulation levels and the 
use of passive solar heating
• purchasing goods and services which have low levels o f embodied energy, which 
usually means from as close to home as possible
b. reducing energy need through efficient use of fuels, such as by combined heat and 
power (CHP) units producing both electricity and space heating; the possibility o f 
servicing council buildings by this means should be investigated
c. producing renewable energy locally, including wind, solar and biomass sources; in 
the short term renewable electricity can be bought over the national grid from 
suppliers o f 100% renewable power
Transport
... The move away from fossil fuel use in transport can be seen as happening in two 
stages: firstly a shift from the private car to public transport, and secondly a shift to 
cycling and walking. These changes will be intimately linked with changes in settlement 
layout. The cost of public transport has been identified as a significant issue in the LDF. 
This is undoubtedly true. However in our view major barriers to the uptake o f public 
transport are the lack of routes, low frequency and lack o f integration between forms of 
transport...
Food
Whilst we acknowledge that the district council has little authority over matters relating to 
food, food supply Is absolutely central to resilience and thus too important to be left out 
of consideration. We urge the council to do everything possible to encourage a culture 
which values local food not just as the icing on the cake but as the mainstay of our future 
food security. Relevant issues include: direct farmer-consumer links e.g. farmers 
markets; and provision of allotments and, where appropriate, community gardens. Given 
that up to 60% of energy use on conventional farms Is attributed to the manufacture o f 
nitrogen fertiliser, organic farming has an important role to play in reducing both carbon 
footprint and fossil fuel dependency. Meanwhile the council should not give permission 
to any planning applications which involve high food miles, e.g. new supermarkets, and 
especially those In out-of-town sites which encourage more car use.
Creating visions of local low carbon systems by the Network and by individual 
Initiatives both shapes and is shaped by the nature of the activities within Transition 
action repertoires. This is a form of strategy-making, but not necessarily in relation to 
clarifying next steps: the Energy Descent Action Plans in particular provide visions of 
the future that encompass all the themes, highlighting the social practices, ways of 
living and infrastructure the desired localised systems are seen as entailing, and 
therefore what the movement should promote through its collective action. The rest 
of the chapter explores the details of the social practices, ways of living and
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infrastructure that Transition is actively promoting through its action repertoires to 
argue how that this embodies a strategy of not simply prefiguring the future 
envisioned, as outlined above, but attempting to reconfigure the present in order to 
realise such a future.
Promoting low carbon practices
The action repertoires are the means by which the Transition movement promotes 
low carbon social practices. This section explores the nature of the social practices 
promoted through the action repertoires, drawing on the conceptualisation of social 
practice as being made up of skills (competences), images (meanings) and stuff 
(things or resources) (Shove & Pantzar 2005). But it also highlights the movement 
values that are implicit, within them which are arguably integral to their meaning and 
thus to the practice itself, and therefore also being promoted by the movement.
Transition food-related practices
The food-related practices promoted in the food action repertoire are: growing one’s 
own fruit and vegetables -  possibly collaboratively -  on privately-owned or shared 
(possibly public) land; gathering wild or unused fruit and plants locally; processing 
and preserving food at home (e.g. jam-making and apple-pressing), or locally; buying 
the rest of one’s food needs from as local a commercial producer or processor as 
possible, either directly (e.g. box schemes or Community Supported Agriculture 
schemes), or through local retail outlets (buying coops or community shops rather 
than national chains of supermarkets); and cooking and eating local seasonal 
produce, and less meat or imported food products.
The value that is most strongly reflected in, and reinforced through, the promotion of 
such food-related social practices is that of the ‘producer-consumer’ (self­
provisioning) identified earlier in Transition Network framing, particularly those 
activities that encourage household involvement in growing and/or processing of the 
food that the household consumes. Even where that is not the aim, the discourse of 
‘local food’ that underlies all Transition Initiative food activities suggests a valuing of 
the strengthened production-consumption links through ‘contracting the supply chain’ 
(Pinkerton & Hopkins 2009: 21). But as the activity example in Table 8.3 below 
illustrates, I would also argue that there are a number of other values implicit in some
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of the practices that are promoted: ‘creativity’ and ‘reconnection with place’ are a 
couple of examples identified in the broader Transition Network framing, but also by 
Pinkerton and Hopkins (2009: 28-30) as common ‘themes’ across many of the 
Transition local food projects they explored.
Tabie 8.3: Sociai practices and vaiues promoted through one Transition Initiative food event
Transition Hasiemere’s ‘DIYFood’ Event
There were a number of stalls at the Transition Hasiemere’s DIY Food event. These give an 
insight not only into the kinds of household practices that one Transition Initiative is 
attempting to promote in relation to food, but what practices are being manifested across the 
Transition food-related tactical repertoire, and the values implicit therein (including enjoyment 
which was an aspect of the whole event).
Growing one’s own (Implicit values: [communal] self-provisioning &/or collaboration)
■ There was a stall on Transition Hasiemere’s ‘Landshare’ project which was encouraging a 
community gardening approach at that time.
■ There was another stall on beekeeping -  it had a beehive, some bee-keeping equipment, 
and a few information leaflets.
■ There was a stall with a mobile chicken coop and two chickens, plus some information on 
raising and caring for chickens. The stallholder raises chickens to sell to people for egg- 
laying.
Gathering food from the wild (Implicit values; self-provisioning, practical creativity, learning, 
affordability, enjoyment)
■ One stall was focused on wild blackberries and how to use them -  there was a blackberry 
and apple crumble sitting on the table for people to try.
Buying local produce (Implicit value: communal self-provisioning, reconnection with place)
■ A local producer of fruit (non-grape) wines was providing samples of their products, and 
talked about which local outlets sell them.
■ One stall was selling organic oats which were grown at a local farm.
Home-powered food processing (Implicit values: self-provisioning, practical creativity, 
autonomy, enjoyment)
■ The oats exhibit also included a hand-powered oat roller.
■ There was a bike-powered fruit smoothie-maker on the stage (more for fun than a 
promotion of the practice, I suspect).
■ There was a stall run by a business called ‘Make do and mend’ which was selling juice- 
making and beer-making gear, as well as other sorts of food equipment for home use.
Reusing and recycling (Implicit values: resource use minimisation, practical creativity)
■ The county council had a stall promoting their version of the national ‘Love Food, Hate 
Waste’ campaign where they were encouraging people to eat left-overs and make use of 
food they find in their fridge rather than throw it away. I was given a recipe for banana 
bread and pointed to a website where one can seek recipes to use up vegetables and 
other food that otherwise might go off.
■ One Transition member was showing people how to make a purse out of a large used 
juice container and a rubber band. He handed out a photocopied sheet of instructions 
after talking visitors through how to make one, and they were able to practice.
Using herbal medicines (Implicit values: communal self-provisioning, practical creativity)
■  I stopped to talk to a local herbalist who encouraged me to try a couple of the herbal teas 
she had brewed up to combat colds and other common ailments._______________________
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There are a number of other values conveyed in the practices adopted in the actual 
implementation of some Transition Initiative food projects. For instance, resource 
use minimisation and affordability through reuse and recycling was important in the 
practices of one Transition growing project: cardboard was scavenged from outside 
shops to use to prepare ground for digging up; palettes were found locally to create a 
home-made compost bin; water butts were sought from Freegle and Freecycle or 
skips; and car-travel to the site was shared. The valuing of biodiversity, non-human 
life and nature was reflected in the same project in plans for a pond and decisions to 
leave some areas uncultivated where certain unusual plant species were growing.
Transition food activities often focus on providing the elements (Shove & Walker 
2010) for particular practices: the ‘stuff, and/or the competences, and/or the 
meanings and conventions. There are activities, such as garden share, which aim to 
provide individuals the land on which to grow. There are activities that aim to provide 
skills for growing or cooking, not only through courses but through ‘practising’ with 
others. There are activities that attempt to challenge conventions around food, for 
instance, farmers markets that stock seasonal local fruit and vegetable produce. 
However, few of the food activities challenge the spatial or temporal aspects of 
current eating practices themselves, except through the implicit or explicit valuing of 
home-cooking (and eating), and meals with seasonal ingredients and less meat.
Even where there are Transition projects related to encouraging low carbon cooking, 
the focus tends to be on what is cooked rather than how it is cooked, although this is 
sometimes an aspect too. Moreover, the ingredients are an element of the practice, 
and therefore significant changes in what ingredients are used is likely to impact on 
the skills required, as well as the conventions about what cooking a meal involves.
Transition energy-related practices
The majority of the Transition energy activity repertoire is focused ultimately on 
promoting ways of accomplishing everyday household social practices that require 
energy -  in particular heating and lighting -  in the most energy efficient way possible, 
using local renewable energy sources where feasible. The activities are largely 
about influencing large and small-scale investment decisions related to the fabric of a 
home, such as cavity-wall insulation or energy-saving light bulbs, and/or the 
installation of energy-using or generating equipment and appliances, such as solar 
photovoltaics or an energy-efficient fridge respectively. In essence, this is a focus on 
the stuff (Shove & Pantzar 2005) of heating, lighting, cooking, cleaning and
240
Manifesting the Transition: Reconfiguring lifestyles and iiveiihoods
entertaining. This is exemplified in the written excerpts below (Table 8.4) from home­
owners involved in Transition Town Lewes’ 2009 Eco-Homes Open Weekend.
Table 8.4: Excerpts from owner descriptions of their homes for Lewes Eco House Open Weekend 
From word documents that were made available for the event
House #1:
We have been trying to make what was a draughty cold house more energy efficient so 
that we can be less reliant on fossil fuels and uncertain energy supplies in the future. We 
are also Interested In trying to achieve a certain level o f self-sufficiency and reduce our 
impact on the environment.
House # 2
We moved to Lewes last year and chose this 1950s Nevill house, smaller than our 
previous Victorian terraced house. The garden slopes gently south and there is a south- 
facing gable wall overlooking a flat-roofed extension built in 1965. The house is nearly on 
the Downs and is windy and cold at times. It has solid floors, double-glazing, insulated 
cavity walls, and little other insulation or draught-proofing. There is a bedroom and 
bathroom on the first floor that make it quite difficult to insulate. The bathroom has a 
dormer window facing west, and there is a window seat in the east-facing dormer. We are 
being advised by a sustainable building designer... and an ex-builder and engineer.... 
who has provided technical drawings and calculations. They have both been on a green 
architecture course at the Centre for Alternative Technology. The builders.... have long 
experience of this kind of work... We have super-insulated the roof around the bedroom 
and bathroom, put insulation on the outside of the walls, and added a porch and sunspace 
to trap warmth, as well as solar hot water and solar PV to generate some of our electricity. 
By reducing heat loss from walls and roof, we hope to compensate for the concrete floors 
where w e cannot insulate very much. We will reduce electricity use by fitting compact 
fluorescent bulbs and LED lights everywhere, making sure we can switch off individual 
lights, and having a sunpipe to bring daylight into a windowless room.
House # 3 
Heating/cooking
Gas boiler -  approx 20 years old; Solar HW -  (Inst Jan 2008; Gas cooker/ electric kettle. 
Wood-burning stove in sitting room -  (3.3 kW max -  installed Oct 2007)
Insulation etc.
Loft insulation -  upgraded overpast 20 years to keep pace with standards (now 250 mm 
glass fibre wherever possible); Insulated HW tank (replaced when solar HW installed). 
Secondary double glazing on sash windows -  main rooms 2005, rest 2008.; Underfloor 
insulation (under suspended wood floor) - glass fibre -  Dec 2007; Draughtproofing/control 
of ventilation; Low energy bulbs. Advised against filling cavity wall (age of house etc) but 
exposed areas not huge.
Energy Usage (kWh per year). 2004-06 2008-9
Gas 13,250 5,250
Electricity 1,600 1,200 (from Good Energy)
Wood —  Logs from renewable coppice (3 loads)
Cost (year to March 2009):... total £715
Remarks
For general heating, we aim for a background temperature o f 16 to 180. The wood stove 
provides comfort heating in the evenings and also helps to heat the rest o f the house, 
which remains at a reasonable temperature until the next pm. The retired occupant takes 
an afternoon siesta, rising as the house warms up for the eveningl 
In winter months, during the past year, we have put the boiler on only for 1 -3 hours In early 
evening; this makes the best use of winter sun with the solar water heater. From March to 
October we only use the boiler as an occasional back-up for the solar HW system. The 
‘cost’ includes standing charges etc. BG charges most for basic units and then less for 
subsequent units (rewards extra consumptioni). The electricity and wood are from 
renewable sources, so I calculate the present household annual net carbon cost, for 
heating, HW, and cooking, to be just under one ton o f 002.____________________________
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But there is also sometimes an attempt to disrupt energy-hungry routine behaviours, 
such as leaving lights on, or taps running, or washing clothes at 60 degrees C. This 
is often encouraged through highlighting new desirable habits, such as the closing of 
curtains when it gets dark to conserve heat or putting on clothing rather than turning 
up the thermostat when it gets colder. The primary tool used within the repertoire to 
accomplish this is the provision of information. But it is also promoted through 
activities such as household energy monitor loan schemes which attempt to instil a 
more mindful awareness of energy use through encouraging the monitoring of energy 
consumption.
The values that are implied in Transition household-oriented energy activities, such 
as Eco House Open Days and the promotion of energy audits or electricity monitors, 
tend to be about resource-use minimisation, affordability (in terms of reducing energy 
bills), autonomy and resilience (to energy shocks), and (communal) self-provisioning. 
There is an element of the valuing of the producer-consumer role, particularly in the 
promotion of household energy generation, but there is a recognition that larger-scale 
renewables tend to be more energy efficient. This is expressed through the 
community-level renewable energy projects, which are still about strengthening 
production-consumption links, but also reflect the values of collaboration, collectivity 
and local reconnection often missing in the household-oriented activities.
When looking at the energy activity repertoire overall, then, the kind of social 
practices, behaviours or decisions that are being promoted relate to (a) the conscious 
monitoring and use of energy within a household, for example turning off equipment 
that is on stand-by; (b) the installation of insulation, draught-proofing, energy efficient 
equipment and measures in the building; (c) the generation of some household 
energy from renewable sources on/in the building, for example with solar PV, solar 
thermal, and wood-burning; (d) the buying of as much of the remainder of household 
energy needs from a local renewable energy supplier, preferably community-owned; 
and (e) possibly investing in a local renewable energy project or co-operative.
In contrast to the case of food, many of these Transition energy-related practices are 
not everyday or routine. They involve infrequent, one-off decisions (what washing 
machine to buy, for instance). In this sense. Transition energy activities are focused 
as much on the immediate environment of household energy-related practices -  
homes and the social practices involved in their maintenance and development -  as 
on daily energy-using social practices. Encouragement to turn down the thermostat
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or install energy efficient light-bulbs may impact, however, on a household’s daily 
‘performance’ of the social practices of heating (e.g. putting on more clothes) or 
lighting (e.g. turning on another light for reading), where implemented.
Transition transport-related practices
In contrast, the kinds of mobility -  or in Lipman’s preferred term, ‘access’ (in Rowell 
2010) -  practices projected in the transport repertoire need to be integrated into the 
daily rhythms of life. Walking, bicycling and taking public transport are promoted as 
preferable mobility practices to driving. Where Transition activities promote the 
practice of driving, this usually involves attempting to shift elements of the practice -  
the conventions, competences and technologies -  to make it more resource-efficient. 
This might entail encouraging use of a car that is shared and/or powered by an 
alternative to fossil fuel. It may also involve promoting the adoption of a number of 
mindful behaviours, as exemplified in Transition Haslemere’s green driving tips in 
Table 8.4 below.
Figure 8.5: Excerpts from Transition Haslemere’s (2011) green driving tips_____________________
Green driving saves fuei, money and carbon
• Watch your speed. Driving at 50-60 mph is usually most efficient. Driving over 70 mph 
rapidly increases your fuel consumption and your carbon emissions. It can cost up to 
25% more In fuel to drive 70 mph compared with 50 mph.
• Try not to accelerate or brake sharply. Harsh acceleration and braking can use 30% 
more fuel. They also add to the wear and tear o f your car. ...
• Drive when the traffic is lightest if you can.......
• Try to combine errands so you only have to make one trip.
• Arrange to car share with work colleagues or for the school run.
• Remove any unnecessary Items from your car. Extra weight means extra fuel 
consumption. If it’s not inconvenient, only half fill your tank for the same reason.
• Remove your roof rack unless you need it. Roof racks increase wind resistance, which 
can make a significant difference to your fuel consumption.
• On warm days, driving with the windows open increases the drag on your car and your 
fuel consumption. But so does using the air-conditioner. So which should you choose? 
The general rule is for slower driving -  under 45 mph or so -  open the windows. On 
motorways and faster roads, use the air conditioner.
• Keep your tyres at the right pressure for your load and for the season. Under-Inflated 
tyres increase fuel consumption.
• Have your car serviced and checked regularly to make sure Its performing at Its optimal 
level.
• Finally, relax and enjoy the trip -  you’ll probably drive better and more efficiently.
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The building of skills and knowledge (competence) around how to use and maintain 
essential ‘stuff is particularly evident in Transition transport activities that aim to 
promote cycling, presumably because the assumption is that walking and taking the 
bus or train are practices that everyone already has competence in, or is easy to pick 
up, opportunities allowing. Overall the transport action repertoire is therefore about 
making it easier to choose more sustainable forms of transport through the provision 
of information and/or training, as well as through creating an environment that is 
more conducive to the use of these alternative modes of transport. As such. 
Transition transport activities are about improving (perceptions of) the comfort and 
convenience (Shove 2004) of these alternative means, in particular the safety of 
cycling (safety of riders on the roads and safety of bikes from theft).
The values of comfort (including safety) and convenience therefore do inform how 
mobility practices are promoted through the activities. But resource-use minimisation 
is the fundamental value underlying the activities and the practices they promote.
This is best illustrated in activities that aim to reduce particular mobility practices, 
especially driving, because of their (fossil fuel) energy requirements. Whilst a few 
activities also promote the values of collectivity and collaboration, in particular ‘critical 
mass’ rides and the concept of car-sharing, the activities are mostly about influencing 
individual decisions about how to travel. But the concepts of creating ‘social spaces’ 
and ‘shared space’ on roads which are also mentioned in some Transition transport- 
related materials reassert collectivity as an important value within the repertoire.
There is also an evident valuing of ‘slowness’ in Transition transport literature, as 
framed by Lipman (in Rowell 2010), a facet justified by Chamberlin (2009) in relation 
to resource-use minimisation because of the exponential increase in fuel 
consumption at higher speeds, reiterated in the Transition Haslemere’s green driving 
tips above. This appreciation of a slower temporal rhythm is reflected in many 
Transition Initiative transport-related materials.
The Transition mobility culture envisaged through Transition activities is therefore 
based on a combination of walking, cycling and using public transport, with possibly 
occasional driving of shared, non-fossil fuel cars. In the words of one reply to a 
Transition Town Worthing transport discussion (2010b): ‘... peak oil means a huge 
lifestyle shift away from the private car to public transport, electric vehicles and self- 
propelled transport (i.e. walking and cycling). This has to be complemented by 
community solutions such as car-sharing and developing a critical mass of self- 
propelled transport reclaiming our roads from cars in the coming decades.’
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Prefiguring future ways of living
Taken together, these different thematic practices related to food, energy and 
transport, and the values inherent within them, present a picture of the way of living 
the movement suggests is desirable and necessary, one of place-based provisioning. 
Indeed Transition Stroud’s (2013) strap-line is: ‘a network for local people and groups 
working on the transition to a locally based low carbon lifestyle’. It is therefore not 
surprising that the practices and values promoted through the Transition activity 
repertoires are broadly reflected in the Transition Initiative visions of future lifestyles 
portrayed through the Energy Descent Action Plans (EDAPs) produced so far. This 
is particularly well-illustrated by the vignettes of life in 2025 in Forest Row, a village in 
Sussex, as imagined in the Forest Row Transition’s EDAP (2009), excerpts of which 
are presented in Table 8.5 below.
Table 8.6: Excerpts from Forest Row Transition’s (2009) energy descent action plan
Forest Row in Transition
Buying and Growing Food In 2025
Sophie goes to the allotment garden, where groups of families grow food together. The 
Foresters grow enough food... to supply about half their needs most o f the year. They get 
the rest through local farms and bartering with allotment holders. Sophie comes for an 
hour most mornings... Today groups of children have come from the school for their 
farming lessons... the council teamed up with local farmers, gardeners, scouts and the Wl 
to put on farming courses, teaching the mantra ‘plenty of plants, not much meat and 
maximum variety’. ... Beekeeping became a popular Forest Row speciality... A group 
outside are gathering lettuce and herbs to go with this evening’s May Day meal. May is a 
lean month for all: the winter vegetables are nearly gone and the main spring and summer 
crops are not yet ready. ... Sophie remembers the exotic fruits o f her childhood... flown all 
the way across the world, year-round. That kind of thing is almost unheard of now. (Forest 
Row Transition 2009:18-19)
Domestic Energy In 2025
The shutters of the old house have opened with the coming of the sun, and the family is 
ready to begin the day. Peter goes to take a shower, checking the solar panel meter first to 
make sure the weather will be bright enough today to heat the water for the children’s 
weekly bath this evening.... The family dresses warmly In the cool upstairs rooms and 
gathers In the kitchen, warm from the wood-burning thermal mass stove.... Kate puts 
some fruit into the blender to make smoothies for the children’s lunches, checking the 
energy meter to make sure they stay within their budget. They are careful not to draw 
expensive energy from the [national] grid too often. ... Electricity to enable the community 
to be self-sufficient in energy [comes] from a wide variety o f sources: PV arrays on 
individual homes, wind turbines in strategic locations, micro-dams in local streams and 
rivers, and electricity generated by burning methane from the communal biodigester... 
older homes... have been upgraded to become much more energy efficient. ... (Forest 
Row Transition 2009:14-15)
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Travel in 2025: Getting Around
Most days Peter goes to his study to work. ... Sometimes he cycles or takes the light rail 
service to the virtual teleconferencing facilities and hot-desk work centre in East Grinstead. 
Today is unusual: he is driving with a colleague to a face-to-face meeting outside 
Swindon. These are relatively rare because travel Is expensive and technology makes 
day-to-day communication easy. He meets his colleague at one of Forest Row’s charging 
stations where he recharges the car -  a fuel cell hybrid. Peter sinks into the seat, 
appreciating the luxury o f going in a private car: his family, when they need one, uses the 
local car-share scheme. Mostly they manage without, and rely on walking, cycling and the 
efficient public transport system. The trip reminds Peter o f the commuting and the long 
hours his parents used to spend at work. That kind of regular travelling would be 
outrageous now. Instead he spends more time on things like growing food in the 
community allotment, or repairing and mending the things he and his family need. (Forest 
Row Transition 2009:17)
This suggests that the Transition movement is indeed, through its activity repertoires, 
attempting to prefigure in practice the future ways of living envisioned within the 
movement, as some of the social movement literature would suggest. However, the 
repertoires not only prefigure desired lifestyles, but desired livelihoods (ways of 
making a living). This is evident in the activities to set up social enterprises which 
offer a promise of (local) employment opportunities and are a part of all the thematic 
repertoires. It is also an aspect of a number of the food events (as Haslemere’s DIY 
Food event illustrated), as well as eco-energy fairs where local installers of 
household-scale renewable energy and insulation may sit alongside architects and 
housing developers interested in eco-build. Indeed Hopkins argues in the 
introduction to Bird’s (2010:11) Sustainable Homes: ‘Housing ourselves, and 
reducing the energy consumption of our existing homes, if done well, could become 
one of the key drivers of the regeneration of our local economies.’
Such prefiguring of livelihoods is particularly evident in terms of the food practices 
promoted through communal self-provisioning activities, such as Community 
Supported Agriculture and garden share: ... what is presented here (in the report 
‘Can Totnes Feed Itself) explores the potential for a new food culture, one that 
becomes more rooted in healthy, fresh food, with a wide variety of local livelihoods 
offering meaningful and productive work, with rich soils, abundant wildlife, a 
resurgence of skills and craft, and a renewed interest in healthy eating.’ (Hopkins et 
al 2009: 3). But the value of communal self-provisioning reflected in the visions 
above, where doing-it-yourself and working near home are actively encouraged, also 
blurs the line between lifestyle and livelihood.
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Practising low carbon practices
The prefigurement of future lifestyles promoted through the movement is particularly 
evident in the fact that some Transition members are not only practising aspects of 
such lifestyles (often from before they became involved in Transition), but that some 
Transition activities and materials draw on such experiences to demonstrate what is 
possible. For instance. Transition Norwich (2011) has featured regular blogs on their 
website from a number of people who are attempting to live sustainably; ‘Our TN blog 
is designed to showcase the Transition experience, from those who are living it -  its 
highs and lows, challenges and treasures... charting our low carbon lives’.
In terms of the practices and values promoted through the Transition food activity 
repertoire, this is exemplified in a description a member of Transition Town Westcliffe 
wrote for the Transition Network guide to Local Food (Pinkerton & Hopkins, 2009:
49). He and his family started to convert the north-facing lawned garden of their 
terraced Victorian house, in 1994. They turned it into an ‘aesthetically pleasing’ food- 
growing space that is ‘attractive to wildlife’, supplementing the allotment they already 
had (ibid).
Within eighteen months, the path had been broken up and used to make 
stepping stones and a rookery; we’d planted dwarf fruit trees and bushes; 
established vegetable, herb and flower beds; built a greenhouse from 
recycled wood and glass; dug a wildlife pond; made a worm bin and buiit a 
fence/climbing trellis to keep the children from the pond and more fragile 
crops. Early edible yields included lettuces, carrots...tomatoes, sweetcorn 
and quinoa(l). However, such annual crops became supplanted by 
perennials as the trees and bushes matured, e.g. fruit, including apples, 
cherries, blackcurrants, quince and loganberries; and permanent ‘sallets’ 
such as lovage, sorrel, sea beet... and soon... I would stress that we are by 
no means self-sufficient from either garden or allotment, but neither is that our 
goal. Instead we prefer to think of ourselves as part of a self-reliant 
(emphasis in original) community by also supporting local shops, farmers’ 
markets, box schemes, etc., contributing to local economic resilience just as 
much as reducing food miles, (ibid)
In terms of energy-related values and practices, one of the members of the energy 
group in Lewes had a property retrofitted in order to ‘provide a practical example of
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what is possible at a reasonable cost’, where ‘the house’s occupants... use as little 
fossil fuel as possible yet have a comfortable and convenient lifestyle’ (Bird 2010:
50). A member of the Brixton energy and building’s group was responsible for a 
‘beautiful’ new build home in the area that uses passive cooling (Bird 2010:110).
Both were featured in the Bird’s (2010) Sustainable Homes, written for the Network.
There has been no Network book as yet on transport, and thus there are no official 
examples that feature Transitioners who are implementing Transition mobility 
practices, although I am aware of members of Transition groups who do not have a 
car and /or who walk and cycle as much as feasible. However, Hopkins blogged 
about his experience of giving up his household car on Transition Cuiture to which a 
number of readers responded in similar vein. This indicates that there are already 
those in the movement who have integrated the everyday mobility practices 
promoted through the repertoire of activities into what one respondent called ‘car free 
lifestyles’.
My family has now passed its fifth month without a car, and the process of 
getting used to life with no car has been very similar to giving up drinking or 
smoking. I can’t for a moment say it’s been easy and hassle-free, but at the 
same time, we are still here, no-one has starved to death or died o f boredom, 
life goes on, and we are, in many ways, the better for it.... My eldest kids 
walk or cycle to school, and the youngest two go on the bus, walk or get lifts 
from passing parents o f kids who go there too. I cycle to town and back, and 
if  I need to go further afield I go on the train. Some things are easy to do, 
other things harder. (Hopkins 2009d)
What is interesting about this example, however, as the title of the blog suggests, 
‘Five months and counting... the realities of giving up driving’, is that it is focused on 
sharing learning of what works and what does not. Hopkins noted within the 
discussion following the blog that giving up the car has required his household to 
become more ‘organised’, to ‘think ahead’ (Hopkins 2009d). This learning had 
emerged from both his experience of using alternative modes of transport and life 
history interviews he conducted in Totnes for his PhD which revealed that ‘daily lives’ 
of 50 years ago were ‘quite tightly timetabled’ so as to avoid the ‘need to ‘pop out’ for 
stuff (ibid). This suggests that, in rural areas in particular, the kinds of mobility 
practices that Transition is promoting would lead to a more systematic temporal re-
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ordering of other everyday practices that involve travelling from one locality to 
another.
The discussion after the blog also included the sharing of information by respondents 
on useful equipment that would make the practice of cycling, in particular, a viable 
alternative to driving (ibid). Bike trailers were mentioned by a few people as useful 
ways of carrying large loads, a problem that Hopkins had encountered in giving up 
the car. Brompton, a brand of fold-away bikes, was also cited a couple of times, 
especially in combining the use of public transport and cycling for longer journeys. 
Investing in good rain gear was recommended too for both cycling and walking, 
although Hopkins had said he had been surprised that he had only been soaked 
three times in the five months of regular bike use (ibid). Thus the focus is on the stuff 
involved in the practice of cycling in order to make it comfortable and convenient, 
values noted within the transport repertoires earlier on, although not particularly 
apparent in Network framing.
The valuing of comfort (and affordability) also underlies an extract from another 
Hopkins’ blog on Transition Culture that describes an aspect of his experience of 
undertaking a DIY retrofit that he found problematic:
... Regular readers will have been following my ongoing attempts to retrofit 
my 1963 dormer bungalow. I have insulated the loft, crawled under the floors 
insulating the Joists, hemp and lime plastered my kitchen. Over the summer, 
we also insulated the trickier parts o f upstairs rooms with Pavatherm boards, 
and took up the floorboards in the rest o f the downstairs and insulated under 
them, and put thicker carpets down. .. .[But] I can’t afford to have the 
substandard 30 years and 1 month old [cavity-wall] insulation removed, and I 
can’t put an effective cavity wall insulation in while it is still there. With all the 
best will in the world, and dedication to retrofitting and carbon reduction, 
things like this are the practical realities of actual retrofitting on a tight budget. 
For Government, enabling the Great Retrofit across the UK will be made or 
broken on the hard to treat houses, the ones with no cavity wall, or daft 
compromised cavities like mine, ones that need externai cladding but have no 
overhanging roof, etc, etc. I have to admit to being stumped... and chilly.
Any suggestions? (Hopkins 201 Of)
Such experiences of experimenting with the practices promoted through Transition 
repertoires, and then sharing the learning through movement circulation
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mechanisms, suggest that Transition is not only about promoting low carbon social 
practices which prefigure Transition ways of living. It is also about practicing them to 
contribute to learning what is required to make the cultural shifts envisioned. Bird 
(2010: 51) mentioned the ‘authentic, warts-and-all account of an eco-renovation' that 
the Transition Town Lewes member had posted on a website she set up for the 
purpose, pre-Transition: ‘You don’t have to follow the same path but you can learn 
from her journey.’
Indeed Hopkins wrote in another blog that he had ‘realised’, as he watched the 
workings of a steam thresher at Endercombe, that there was not only a need for ‘The 
Great Reskilling’:
...we also need ‘The Great Practicing’, trying things out. We can learn a 
certain amount from books and from courses, but the best way to learn, the 
way that has you thinking around the problems and solving them on the hoof, 
is by having ago. ... It also gives you a sense of the infrastructure you need 
to create, the infrastructure a local... economy needs. (Hopkins 201 Og)
Reconfiguring infrastructure and its use
The emerging Transition action repertoires are not only focused on prefiguring and 
practising the desired future ways of living and associated social practices, however. 
They are also focused, as the last chapter indicated, on reconfiguring current 
systems through creating community-level ‘parallel infrastructure’, where appropriate 
and feasible. As exploration of the Transition activities suggest this does not 
necessarily mean the local installation of alternative hardware and technology, 
although it may: polytunnels or brewing equipment, wind turbines or hydro-schemes, 
bicycle paths or bike racks, for example. It also means developing appropriate soft 
infrastructure: particular forms of organisational arrangements that support the values 
inherent in the practices and visions of the movement, for instance local farmers 
markets. Across the repertoires, as the last chapter illustrated, this has meant 
starting to develop small community-focused social enterprises. The establishment 
of such socio-technical service providers helps to facilitate the performance of 
desired social practices by interested individuals in their locality, and thus serves to 
reduce the distance between production and consumption.
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This is particularly well exemplified in the food repertoire, where activity focus tends 
to be on systems of provision, including self-provisioning -  modes of production, 
processing and distribution that include retail -  rather than food consumption per se. 
For instance, the establishment of Community Supported Agriculture, community 
gardens and orchards, and gardenshare are about the production of fruit and 
vegetables; the establishment of food hubs, farmers markets and community shops 
are about the distribution of produce. The underlying aim is still to encourage people 
to eat local food. But this is partly being done through establishing commercial food 
entities within the locality, thus making local food more accessible and affordable 
and, where successful, providing a livelihood for those employed in the respective 
social enterprises. This strategy of reconfigurement is well-illustrated in the quotation 
below from a founder of one of the Transition food enterprises.
We... make every effort to source local food: actively looking for and 
encouraging local growers, and buying everything that anyone in the area has 
to spare, from aliotments, gardens, window boxes and pots outside their front 
door. Last summer we issued the Green Valley Grocer Garlic Challenge: the 
only garlic on the market came from China. We bought lots o f garlic cloves to 
grow and sold them at cost to our customers. This year we should have 
mostly local garlic. In spring 2011 a bunch of Marsden and Slaithwaite 
Transition Town people set up a growing co-op called Edibles, mainly to 
supply us. Our vision is o f clusters o f cooperatives all working together for 
everyone’s mutual benefit and building a more resilient, local food network. 
(Walker in Hopkins 2011 a: 242).
This overarching change strategy of reconfigurement is also implicit in the energy 
repertoire, despite the fact that the current national grid-based distribution systems 
for electricity and gas tend not to allow a direct link between local energy production 
and local energy consumption. The establishment of local energy service companies 
(ESCOs) potentially provide a route to the creation of parallel infrastructure in this 
sector, as the following quotation from Hopkins (2006b) blog intimates.
I am... thinking that perhaps the way to proceed is to form an ESCO, and set 
up an investment mechanism whereby people can invest in community 
renewables... This would then start to put into and around the town a number 
of renewable energy installations, mostly wind, pv and hydro... Once 
instalied, the energy generated would be sold to the grid and the income
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would go towards energy efficiency measures in the town... The renewables 
would be installed in such a way that at some point...it would then be possible 
to... turn the renewables capacity ‘inwards’, onto a localised grid.
What is interesting about Transition change strategy in relation to transport is that the 
transport action repertoire represents just one aspect of the desired transformation of 
the transport system. The overall aim, as Transition visions suggest, is to reduce the 
need for mobility by localising the economy, thus ensuring that services can be 
accessed near at hand and that lifestyles and livelihoods can be practiced close to 
home. This is the aim of all the action repertoires, not only that of transport, or even 
of just food and energy. It is a spatial strategy about reconfiguring places, as 
Hopkins himself has noted, and this depends on the reconfiguring of current systems 
-  their infrastructure and use -  so that they become localised, thus reconfiguring 
present lifestyles and livelihoods.
Conclusion
This chapter has shown that the Transition action repertoires promote bundles of 
practices which, taken together, prefigure the future lifestyles that Transition 
envisions. These Transition lifestyles, aspects of which are already enacted by some 
within the movement, involve: living near to places of work; growing and sourcing low 
carbon food locally; accessing goods and services by foot or cycle, or, on rare 
occasion, by low carbon public transport; and living in a well-insulated house 
powered by household and community renewable energy technology, with an 
emphasis on mindfulness that attends to balancing production and consumption; all 
facilitated by internet-based communication technology.
The values suggested by the practices that are promoted through the activity 
repertoires are often about [communal] self-provisioning (combining producer and 
consumer roles), collaboration, autonomy and resource use reduction. The ‘practical 
manifestations’ Transition Initiatives implement therefore not only provide a 
mechanism of promoting, demonstrating and rehearsing the practices envisioned for 
a ‘Transition Culture’, but the values -  ‘our deepest longings’ in Giangrande’s (2011 ) 
words -  that underpin the movement. Yet whilst there is a focus on everyday social 
practices, in particular those related to eating, heating and mobility (what might be
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called sustainable consumption) the tactical repertoires are also focused on creating 
the (alternative) systems of provision (and production) that shape consumption.
As well as providing a forum for piloting different practice configurations, Transition 
action repertoires also promote activities aimed at creating the soft and hard 
infrastructure required to facilitate envisioned practices through the specific change 
strategies of setting up local providers and enabling the establishment of local food, 
energy and transport systems. Transition’s change strategies therefore focus as 
much on livelihoods as on lifestyles, creating local forms of employment that support 
the kinds of practice performances envisaged. In Hopkins words. Transition is about 
creating a new, economically viable local infrastructure that creates livelihoods, skills 
and resilience.’ (Hopkins 2011 a; 239)
In other words. Transition action repertoires are not just about prefiguring the low 
carbon lifestyles and livelihoods of the future they envision. They are about 
reconfiguring the present through system-focused community action and this is what 
makes it of such potential interest in the broader realm of politics and social 
movements. This involves (a) the envisioning of localised low carbon systems and 
the prefiguring of desired future lifestyles and livelihoods, (b) practical 
experimentation to see what works, and (c) reconfiguring present systems of 
provision, and the lifestyles and livelihoods which depend on them, so as to contract 
the space between production and consumption. This is a much more transformative 
strategic agenda than lifestyle movements are often given credit for in social 
movement literature, catapulting the Transition movement into the politics which 
govern the way we live.
The politics inherent in Transition relate therefore to this vision of what low carbon 
systems and related lifestyles-livelihoods can and should encompass, and how such 
a vision is best realised. The strategies used within the movement go beyond 
advocating particular consumption practices or campaigning for change, to practical 
action at the community level that both aim to exemplify and enable the systemic 
transformations desired. The Transition movement therefore is not primarily 
representative of an individualised life politics (Giddens 1991), concerned with 
consumer choice, as some academic critics of the local food movement suggest 
(Blue 2009). It is representative of a form of spatial sub-politics (Beck 1997) that is 
focused on reshaping production, processing and provisioning, and thus demand, but 
not through campaigning against existing systems. Transition’s overarching change
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strategy is thus to assist in building new systems through creating the soft and hard 
parallel infrastructure required for the localised low carbon future envisioned: in 
essence, not simply to prefigure the future, but to reconfigure the present.
' The biggest assumption in the modelling is that each o f the identified areas around these towns need 
serve only the populations living with them. But as the Totnes report points out the ‘food footprints’ o f 
two nearby ‘conurbations’ would engulf Totnes District, as London does Norwich, and Bristol may do 
for Stroud, The Norwich report attempted to overcome this issue by looking at what might be called 
the per person entitlement to land (the amount o f UK agricultural land divided by the population), and 
thus suggesting that Norwich was entitled to much more land than it has available because o f its 
population, and since it does not need this, this excess could be used to grow food for London (one 
option given) -  though where this land would be located is not discussed, and presumably would not be 
‘local’ to London, at least in the sense used in these papers, i.e. immediately around a particular place. 
These acknowledgements that food footprints overlap in essence undermine the conclusion o f the 
Totnes study (and possibly the Norwich one too) that the area can feed itself. However, as the 
Transition Network adoption o f the concept o f food zones suggests self-sufficiency through imposed 
isolation is not the goal (though one might be forgiven for assuming this from the title o f the reports), 
just greater self-rehance.
“ The current focus o f the food repertoire is the growing and consuming o f fruit and vegetables, 
possibly because this is the easiest form o f activity to promote at the community-level. However, 
though important nutritionally, vegetables and fruit are not the staples on which global diets rely. As 
Hopkins et al (2009) note, cereals are hard to replace. Neither is there much focus in terms o f the 
activities on animal husbandry and resulting products, although Transition per se is not opposed to the 
eating o f meat or dairy, as these reports demonstrate. Few o f the activities focus on the seed system, on 
packaging or on food preservation and storage (except at home, and even then there appears to be no 
promotion o f alternatives to refrigerators, for instance).
However, Fairlie (2007) included exploration o f different systems (conventional, organic, 
permaculture) o f agricultural production’s potential capacity to make the UK self-reliant in food which 
Mellanby (1975) did not.
In particular, both the Transition Town Totnes and Transition Norwich studies chose to model a 
livestock permaculture farming approach, whereas the Transition Stroud study was based on 
assumptions related to ‘conventional’ organic farming. The three studies also chose different levels o f 
daily calorific intake per person as the starting point for their calculations.
Transition Oxford disbanded relatively soon afterwards, seemingly because o f various commitments 
core group members already had to other sustainability-related initiatives in Oxford.
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Chapter Nine 
Strategies for sustainability: 
Learning from the Transition movement
The premise of this thesis is that ‘following’ (Gallon 1987) social movements offers 
huge potential in developing sociological understandings of social change because 
social change is their raison d’etre: social movements emerge in order to promote or 
resist change. Whilst they may not always succeed in their purpose, at least in ways 
they expected, their intention-filled attempts at orchestration are worthy of close 
scrutiny as they provide lessons that are likely to contribute to the understanding of 
how change happens and the role of agency in this. Exploring movement strategy 
therefore seems an obvious sociological imperative. Strange therefore that this is 
such a neglected area of social movement studies, where much of the vast literature 
has been focused on analysing the emergence of social movements and related 
cycles of contention rather than exploring what they attempt to do and their active 
role in responding to and/or creating social change.
This thesis therefore represents an attempt to begin addressing this lacuna within 
social movement studies, using the specific example of the Transition movement.
But my aim is not simply to start filling a theoretical void in social movement studies, 
interesting though this is in its own right. My original ambition was to contribute to 
practical thinking about how a sustainable, low carbon future can be achieved 
equitably. This ambition arose out of my evidence-based belief that current modes of 
living in the North and amongst the globally well-off are contributing to climate and 
ecological change in ways that are environmentally and socially damaging, and that 
resource limits mean that they are unlikely to be able to be maintained in present 
forms. A mainstream focus on the promise of technological solutions does not 
appear to me to deal with fundamental questions about inputs and outputs and the 
need for systems with much lower resource through put. Ultimately it is the way our 
social (including economic) systems are organised and how individuals interact with 
them which appear to require change if sustainability concerns are to be addressed. 
Following a social movement which has emerged because of similar concerns, 
therefore, appeared to be a particularly promising avenue of research in exploring 
strategies for sustainability that relate directly to social (and socio-technical) 
arrangements, rather than to technology in isolation from its social context.
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From these considerations arose the overarching research questions that have 
motivated this study. What strategies are being used in the Transition movement to 
attempt to bring about the resilient low carbon future envisioned, how and why; and 
what learning does such analysis o f Transition strategies potentially contribute to (a) 
theorisations of social movements and change, and (b) understanding o f the potential 
role o f community action in bringing about a low carbon future? This concluding 
chapter provides a synthesis of the analysis presented in the previous chapters in 
order to answer these questions.
Whilst I do not claim that the strategies I have identified within Transition will be 
successful (it is far too early to tell) or that they are the only way forward -  indeed the 
Transition Network says the same -  I do think this study not only demonstrates that 
social movement studies need to consider movement strategy more seriously, but 
also challenges assumptions in practice and policy about the role of community- 
based approaches to promoting a low carbon future. But I am aware, too, that in 
presenting my conclusions I -  like the Transition movement -  am entering the arena 
of cultural politics that are an implicit part of all attempts, even academic, to promote 
a low carbon future.
Transition strategies and their theoretical implications
In seeking to understand the nature of Transition strategies, I utilised Smith et al’s 
(1997) terminology of ‘mobilising’ and ‘action’ strategies to distinguish between 
strategy aims implicit within the existing literature: the term ‘mobilising’ strategy 
relates to movement strategies that aim to motivate participation; the term ‘action’ 
strategy relates to the forms of action the movement undertakes. But I also found I 
needed to create one more type of strategy not captured in the above categorisation 
in order to encapsulate the fact that Transition action strategies are underpinned by 
strategies focused on individual and social change: what I call ‘change’ strategies.
Moving away from a reliance on fossil fuels and reducing energy use (‘energy 
descent’) through localising the economy is the ultimate goal of Transition, in order to 
build community resilience to the ‘twin threats’ of peak oil and climate change. This 
thesis has identified a number of strategies that have been employed within the 
Transition movement to encourage people to participate in organising collective 
action in pursuit of this goal. Three of the strategies focus on the movement’s need
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to attract and sustain activist involvement in order to organise collective action, its 
mobilising strategies. The mobilising strategies adopted revolve around: framing 
what the movement is about in order to attract activists, as we saw in Chapter 4; 
attempting to cultivate an appealing movement identity to sustain participation, as we 
saw in Chapter 5; and developing a movement structure that facilitates a community- 
based mode of organising, as we saw in Chapter 6.
These mobilising strategies support Transition’s core action strategy which, as we 
saw in Chapter 7, is the catalysis of particular forms of low carbon community action. 
This involves the development of a number of thematic tactical repertoires, 
particularly in relation to food, energy and transport, which aim to build relevant 
awareness and skills, encourage self-provisioning, reduce fossil fuel use or promote 
the sourcing of local products, set up local providers, and enable the establishment of 
local food, energy and transport systems. These specific change strategies 
contribute to the overarching change strategy identified in Chapter 8, of not only 
prefiguring and practising the desired ‘powered-down’ future, but reconfiguring 
present systems of production and provision that shape current ways of living.
These strategies are interlinked. One example is that the catalysing of community- 
based action. Transition’s core action strategy, is also presented within Network 
framing as a strategy for motivating people to become involved through providing 
what the Network calls ‘practical manifestations’ -  demonstrations -  of Transition. 
Another example of the connections between strategies is how unwanted 
developments in Transition’s collective identity has lead to deliberate changes in 
Network framing of the movement in an attempt to reconstruct the identity so it better 
fits the inclusive ‘imagined community’ of Transition. Such feedback loops between 
the strategies is also evident in reorientations in Network framing to emphasise the 
creation of local providers. This is being touted as an important specific change 
strategy partly because of growing Initiative experience of developing social 
enterprises as a form of community-based action. Such feedback loops between the 
three types of Transition strategy identified are illustrated in Figure 9.1 below.
A focus on such internal feedback loops offers a complementary, but different lens, 
on movement dynamism than that provided by dominant resource mobilisation and 
political process theorisations which tend to draw attention to supposedly contextual 
factors. But whilst this research suggests there may be more agency involved at 
least in Transition’s strategising than prevalent theorising might suggest, it also
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argues that Transition strategies are emergent, not always pre-calculated or 
consciously applied. As such, they are best discerned less in specific instances of 
decision-making but cumulatively in activist presentations and perspectives on what 
they are doing at Initiative-level. Employing these strategies within Transition is 
therefore an experimental work-in-progress, impacted on not only by perceptions of 
their efficacy in practice, but by the ethics espoused within the movement, and any 
contestation that results.
Figure 9.1: Transition strategy feedback loops
Envisioning the desiredfuture  
Demonstrating the desiredfuture  
Practising the desired fu tu re
CHANGE STRATEGIES 
Prefiguring future local 
low carbon ways o f living 
Reconfiguring present 
systems
MOBILISING 
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Defining the Transition 
Developing Initiatives 
Creating Transitioners
Awareness-raising &  sk ills -bu ild ing  
Encouraging do-it-yourse lf 
F ac ilita ting  loca l sourc ing /fossil-fue l 
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Enabling localised systems 
Evolving repertoires
Community-focus 
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The following paragraphs explore the nature of Transition’s mobilising, action and 
change strategies in greater detail, and their implications for theory.
Transition mobilising strategies
Designed to encourage people to become involved. Transition’s first mobilising 
strategy is the framing of the purpose and approach of Transition by the movement’s 
social movement organisation. Transition Network. This is partly accomplished by 
providing a vision of a localised low carbon future of reduced energy consumption 
that is presented by the Network as not only necessary, but more desirable and
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resilient than the present. It also involves advocating a particular community-based 
mode of organising and related action strategy for the movement to adopt in order to 
achieve this future. Transition Network framing thus represents an attempt to define 
‘transition’ both as a movement and as a term with a particular meaning, especially in 
relation to the low carbon end point of any such transition.
The analysis of Network framing suggests that Transition’s social movement 
organisation has played an important and intentional role in laying out the 
movement’s purpose and approach. Moreover, as the framing literature suggests. 
Transition framing is a dynamic and ongoing process, and thus the resulting frame 
continues to evolve. For instance, there has been a shift in emphasis in Transition’s 
approach to focus more on social enterprise development. There have also been 
changes in how the approach is presented, based on assessments of Transition-in- 
practice. In particular, the 12 Steps originally identified for setting up an Initiative 
have been abandoned, replaced by a language of multiple ‘ingredients’.
As we saw in Chapter 4, whilst Transition’s framing does include diagnostic, 
prognostic and motivational elements as framing theory would lead one to expect, 
what is most interesting about the Network’s framing is that it includes use of a 
vocabulary of desirability -  and associated imagery -  not noted in social movement 
literature before. This vocabulary of desirability reflects values, such as inclusion and 
collectivity, that underpin the framing and motivates activist involvement, but which 
may not appeal to all. Indeed this is a strategy that inevitably, if unwillingly, launches 
Transition into the field of cultural politics. Not only are there differing views as to 
what a transition to a low carbon future should or can entail, as well as what such a 
future should or can look like, there are those that question whether transitioning to a 
low carbon future is a valid goal at all.
In order to sustain participation, the second mobilising strategy adopted within 
Transition involves, as we saw in Chapter 5, the development of an attractive 
movement identity, an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1991), that provides a sense 
of belonging which elides personal and collective identities: in essence, the creation 
of ‘Transitioners’. This is likely to be a particularly important mobilising strategy for 
Transition, because the core action strategy promoted in the movement -  the 
catalysing of community action -  requires large time and energy commitments, 
making it a high-cost form of activism. However, this strategy has also created 
particularly difficult ‘strategic dilemmas’ (Jasper 2004) for Transition because
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unusually the Network has attempted to construct a movement identity that is 
inclusive, devoid of ‘us/them’ categorisations and antagonisms.
The first dilemma is that there are two types of green identity emerging within 
Transition, that of alternative green lifestyle and that of professional environmental 
expertise, which suggest different strategic emphasis and are seen as having 
different cultural resonance. Although they reflect respectively what the Network 
refers to as the Inner and the Outer Transition, integral to the prognostic framing, the 
emergence of these two identities is causing some latent internal contestation.
The second, more overt problem, from activist points of view, is that the general 
socio-demographics of Transition membership in the UK has created an image of 
Transition’s emerging collective identity as white and middle-class, potentially 
undermining the imagined community of Transition based on the value of inclusivity. 
This is partly the result of the Network’s original framing of Transition as a distinct 
part of the environment movement, a movement which in the UK tends to be 
characterised as white and middle-class. It is therefore not surprising to find that the 
Network is actively trying to reconstruct this aspect of Transition’s collective identity 
to strategically create a more diverse movement, better aligned to an imagined 
community of inclusivity, but also more able to attract broad participation on which its 
ultimate success is perceived to depend.
What this analysis suggests is that the creation of a movement identity, and the 
boundary work involved, does indeed create strategic dilemmas for the Transition 
movement. But it also highlights how movement identity is both a process that can 
be unpredictable in outcome, and a perceived entity with interpreted borders that 
mark belonging (and therefore non-belonging) which can have strategic 
consequences. Moreover, it shows how aspects of the emerging collective identity 
may not be desired by (some) activists. Therefore whilst this study suggests 
developing a collective identity to which activists feel they belong is likely to be 
important in sustaining activist participation -  what I call here an imagined 
community -  the actual evolution of a movement’s identity or identities (because 
there may be more than one) depends on the personal and social identities of those 
who become involved. As a result, aspects of the emerging collective identity may 
actually undermine important elements of the imagined community that activists are 
attempting to construct.
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The third mobilising strategy adopted in Transition has been the employment of a 
community-based mode of organising, largely unrecognised in mainstream theory on 
the environmental movement. This has been facilitated by developing a federated 
structure based on a network of loosely-affiliated place-based Transition Initiatives 
and a small social movement organisation. Transition Network. It is a structure that 
is more rhizomic than hierarchical in nature, though the Network does play a 
significant role in not only boundary-marking but in overall strategy-making.
However, formal accountability mechanisms are almost non-existent and the 
relations between parts of the movement are based on the loose ties provided by 
“belonging’ to an idea’ (the imagined community), a model of movement organisation 
consciously adopted by the Network (Hopkins 2011a).
This is a mobilising structure that is relatively well-adapted to facilitating the 
movement’s core action strategy, the catalysing of community action, and is probably 
not unusual for a grassroots green niche movement. However, as we saw in Chapter 
6, Initiatives themselves are not necessarily always experienced as protected places 
in which to experiment with novel ideas away from regime pressures, as implied by 
the concept of ‘niche’. Indeed internal dynamics may make them feel unsafe. As 
such. Initiatives themselves may be better conceptualised as ‘developmental utopias’ 
(Lockyer 2008), works-in-progress, experimenting with and ideally learning from 
trying to put their strategies into practice locally.
Together with a personalised and largely voluntary mode of community organising 
that allows individual activists to build on their own enthusiasms, the development of 
independent place-based Initiatives facilitates adaptation to local circumstances and 
personalities. The Network-promoted structure of thematic and project groups which 
develop under the auspices of a core or ‘steering’ group has been adopted by many 
individual Initiatives in the UK, and in many cases appears to have been an effective 
way of turning activist passions into practical activities. Moreover, such a franchised 
structure allows for the ebbs and flows of member involvement, with Initiatives 
experiencing a turn-over of activists as a result of burn-out, illness or changing 
personal circumstances (e.g. moving or getting a full-time job).
But these are not modes of organising that suit everyone, and there is a sense 
amongst many of the grassroots activists I interviewed that Initiatives are often 
relatively weak and vulnerable organisational structures, possibly because of the 
personalised mode of organising and the high-cost activism involved. A number of
261
Where do we go from here? Transition movement strategies for a low carbon future: Chapter 9
Initiatives have, at some point, suffered from negative group dynamics, power 
struggles and poor communications between sub-groups or particular activists, and 
this has taken its toll. There is some evidence therefore that the Initiatives and sub­
groups where activists have paid attention to developing strategies for recruitment, 
retention, communication and conflict resolution have been more successful in 
sustaining activity levels. Creating an effective structure and instituting processes for 
Initiative renewal to take account of the voluntary nature of activist involvement 
appears, therefore, to be key, if an Initiative is to weather the disruption caused by 
the arrival of new members and the departure of old.
Initiative evolution is dependent therefore on: (a) ongoing efforts to recruit new 
members and convert passive ones into active ones in order to bolster the limited 
numbers of activists involved in organising activities; and (b) on sustaining 
involvement by taking a more facilitative rather than long-term implementational role, 
particularly through developing partnerships. However, the challenge of transforming 
passive members into active ones, as for many community groups, remains. 
Reducing the costs of Transition activism, for instance by attempting to play a 
catalytic rather than implementational role, offers one way forward in attempting to 
cope with the risks posed by activist burn-out.
The findings of this study are largely supportive of theory related to mobilising 
strategies. I would suggest that the mobilising strategies adopted within Transition 
are similar to those adopted by most movements, as presented in the literature: 
framing what the movement is about, developing a collective identity to attract and 
sustain adherents, and establishing a mode of organising for collective action. 
However, this study potentially adds a number of new considerations to this body of 
theory.
The first is that motivational framing may include a vocabulary of desirability: in the 
case of Transition, this appears to have been particularly important in attracting 
activists. The second is that social movement organisations, in this instance 
Transition Network, play a deliberate role in framing the movement and its approach, 
but that such framing attempts may have unintended consequences in terms of the 
nature of the collective identity that emerges (which, in this case, the Network is now 
attempting to contain). The third is that a movement’s mobilising structure is likely to 
reflect its mode of organising, which for Transition is community-based. But what is 
particularly interesting about Transition’s mobilising strategies thus far, is that they
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appear to have been much more successful in mobilising community action than in 
mobilising communities per se, despite Network framing that involving everyone is a 
necessary imperative. Although there are relatively small numbers of ‘active’ 
members at grassroots. Transition has catalysed an impressive array of community- 
based activities at Initiative-level.
Transition Action Strategies
As we saw in Chapter 7, the core action strategy of Transition is the catalysis of 
community-based action for a localised low carbon future through the development of 
thematic tactical repertoires such as for food, energy and transport. Many of the 
types of community-focused activities being implemented by Initiatives, for instance 
community supported agriculture schemes or local energy service companies, are 
not new. Indeed the movement has borrowed heavily from other broader thematic 
grassroots green niche movements such as the local food movement. However, this 
is an action strategy, with associated tactical repertoires, that is very different from 
what usually appears in the social movement literature. There the focus tends to be 
on tactics related to demonstrations of protest or campaigning and lobbying of 
national and international policy-makers.
Even where there is acknowledgement of community-based collective action as a 
strategic approach, the focus tends to be on the specifics of the grassroots action 
within the bounded context of place. What the exploration of Transition shows is that 
community-focused action may arise from beyond place in terms of tactical 
inspiration. For example. Transition Initiatives have drawn on inspiration from the 
sustainable energy movement, which could be said to play the role of what Raven et 
al (2008) have called a ‘global niche’ in relation to social innovation related to energy 
production and consumption. This is important in understanding the nature of the 
collective action that is developing at the local Transition level: often the ideas for 
activities have been first tried elsewhere.
But this is not just a matter of diffusion and replication as social movement theory 
often suggests. The development of these thematic action repertoires is a result of 
strategic processes of circulation and reinvention which themselves can lead to the 
creation of new types of activity, what might be classified as social innovations 
themselves. Circulation of activity ideas within the movement involves formal and 
informal communication mechanisms such as Network-commissioned thematic
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books and conferences, or email exchanges and meetings between members of 
Initiatives, often in the vicinity. Reinvention involves adaptation of activity ideas by 
Initiative members to local circumstances and perspectives. This local reinvention of 
activity ideas in the process of implementation sometimes (though not often it seems) 
creates novel riffs on a previous idea that result in activity innovations which 
themselves may circulate. A good example from the Transition movement is that of 
the garden-share scheme.
What the Transition Network adds to the movement’s community-based action, 
beyond framing movement purpose and strategy, is a means of facilitating the 
circulation of activity ideas and associated learning. The Network’s websites, 
newsletters, books, films, training courses and events have been essential 
mechanisms in sharing activity ideas and experiences between Initiatives, assisting 
in overcoming the risks of parochialism that an exclusive focus on the local might 
bring, and leading to the development of Transition tactical action repertoires. But it 
is the individualised and federated structure of the movement that has allowed for the 
reinvention of activities at the local level that is so vital to the continued evolution of 
these repertoires. They represent Transition’s core action strategy, and arguably of 
low carbon community action generally.
There are similarities between the three thematic repertoires of food, energy and 
transport that I explored with regards the change strategies that underpin them and 
the nature of some of the types of activities. However, there are differences too, 
particularly in relation to the maturity of each of the tactical repertoires: the food 
repertoire is the best established and transport the least. This reflects differences in 
the current governance arrangements of the existing food, energy and transport 
systems and thus how easy or difficult it is to find entry points for community-based 
strategies for change. It also reflects variations in how well-developed the 
community-based action repertoires of the broader sustainable food, energy and 
transport movements are, possibly again because of current governance 
arrangements. For instance, setting up projects to produce and sell local food is 
much easier, from an investment, technical or planning perspective, than setting up 
projects to generate (let alone sell) electricity locally.
In addition there are perceived differences in how embedded current mainstream 
social practices related to food, energy and transport are within present lifestyles and 
livelihoods. Shifting existing transport practices is seen as being particularly
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challenging. There is evidence that such perceptions may impact on individual 
Transition Initiative strategy (choosing not to develop a Transport sub-group for 
instance), thus impacting on the development of the tactical repertoire of that theme. 
But differences in the maturity of each repertoire may also be due to Network framing 
which has highlighted food as a focal area and given least attention to transport, 
partly because of Network perceptions of where community-based action can make a 
difference in localising economies. This suggests that political and cultural 
opportunities of an existing system, as perceived by activists, do play a role in the 
implementation of action strategies and tactics pursued within a movement.
Transition change strategies
Underlying the action strategy of catalysing community-based action are a number of 
specific change strategies which contribute to Transition’s overarching generic 
change strategy of not only prefiguring future lifestyles and livelihoods, but 
reconfiguring present systems of provision that shape current ways of living. The 
specific change strategies relate directly to the energy descent and localisation goals 
of the movement and Transition Initiative activities within the themes of food, energy 
and transport tend to contribute to one or more of these change strategies, and 
inform the types of activities undertaken within each of the thematic tactical 
repertoires, as illustrated in Chapter 7. They are:
• awareness-raising and skills-building;
• doing-it-yourself (self-provisioning);
• reducing fossil-fuel use and/or local sourcing of products;
• setting-up local providers based on a social enterprise model;
• enabling the creation of local food, energy and transport systems.
The approach of movements such as Transition which focus on transforming the 
ways we live rather than on changing the political system are sometimes 
characterised as a form of préfiguration. As we saw in Chapter 8, the social 
practices promoted through the Transition action repertoires (for instance, growing 
one’s own vegetables, turning electrical items off stand-by or cycling to accomplish 
local errands) do reflect those highlighted in Transition visions of the desired future, 
as captured in Energy Descent Action Plans for instance. It is therefore clear that 
Transition activities do tend to promote social practices that prefigure the low carbon
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lifestyles envisaged, as social movement limited discussion of lifestyle movements 
suggest.
However, lifestyles are often assumed to be expressions of personal identity and 
associated to the domestic, non-work realm, and this is reflected in discussions about 
lifestyle movements. Yet, Transition not only attempts to prefigure future lifestyles 
envisioned within the movement, but also, as far as possible, future livelihoods. As 
we saw in Chapters 7 and 8, there is an implicit valuing of the producer-consumer 
role through the encouragement of self-provisioning, as well as a desire to close the 
spatial gap between producers and consumers, thus blurring the line between 
lifestyles and livelihoods. Moreover, the action repertoires include activities to set up 
local providers, both to encourage a social enterprise-based economy, and to create 
local jobs that close the distance between work and home. As we saw in Chapter 4, 
this is an increasing aspect of Network framing.
Moreover, the repertoires also provide a forum for experimenting with and testing 
such practices and the infrastructure needed to support them. The low carbon future 
that the movement advocates through its visioning activities is one in which energy 
demand has been reduced significantly through localising economies. This is seen 
as requiring drastic -  but positive according to the movement -  lifestyle changes. It 
involves people travelling much less partly as a result of living near to where they 
work and largely socialising in their local community. The spatial reorganisation of 
goods and services (including friendships) to facilitate local access means that in this 
future people primarily use their own power for getting around, going by foot or by 
bicycle, only using electric/biofuel-powered public transport or car-sharing options on 
rare occasions that require travelling further. The diets of the envisioned future mean 
eating seasonal produce and less meat. Some of this food will have been grown by 
households, possibly on a communal plot or in a shared garden space, and the rest 
sourced from local growers either directly or through local community outlets and 
markets. In this future, homes are very well insulated with little heating (and cooling) 
requirements. Any domestic energy requirements are met by a suitable mix of micro­
generation from household renewable energy technologies and community-owned 
local renewable energy suppliers. As such, the movement approach might be 
described as attempting to create developmental utopias where ideas about how the 
future should be are tried and tested in the realities of implementation, what Quilley 
(2012) describes as a ‘strategy of pre-emptive preparation’.
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Ultimately, however, achieving a localised low carbon future is seen within Network 
framing as requiring a transformation of the food, energy, transport -  and economic -  
systems which shape and are shaped by the consumption choices that facilitate 
lifestyle practices. The action repertoires therefore also involve the creation of 
parallel infrastructure that can provide the organisational basis for alternative local 
systems of provision for food, energy and transport. Central to this is the specific 
change strategy of creating local providers using a social enterprise model. Though 
a model innovated elsewhere, its purposive adoption as a movement strategy for 
sustainability change seems not only to be novel but radical, because it provides an 
alternative to predominant ways of socially organising the economic system and the 
values on which it is based. Indeed Chomsky, when asked for his opinion of next 
steps for the Occupy Movement, recommended the ‘method’ to start a ‘new socio­
economic system’ was ‘to develop community-based enterprises’, a change strategy 
already being applied by the Transition movement (Chomsky 2012). Transition 
movement change strategies therefore are not only about prefiguring -  and practising 
-  future ways of living sustainably, but attempting to reconfigure the systems of the 
present in order to make such lifestyles and livelihoods a reality.
The politics, ambition and impact of Transition
Although ‘lifestyle’ itself does not appear prominently in Network material, I would 
argue that Transition is both a lifestyle’ and cultural movement (culture is a more 
important analytical category in Network framing) in the sense that the task is 
understood as one that requires shifts in everyday social practices and values in 
order to reduce energy use. But strategically the movement does not rely only on an 
individualistic ‘life politics’ (Giddens 1991) based on mindful and ethically-motivated 
consumption choices that is implied in the literature. Nor does it depend solely on a 
discursive cultural politics focused on defining what ‘transition’ and ‘localisation’ 
should mean in practice, though ‘story-telling’ is an important aspect of the framing of 
the approach. Transition strategy also embraces a form of spatialised ‘sub-politics’ 
(Beck 1997), based not on campaigning against the existing regime as the literature 
would suggest, but on actively creating parallel infrastructure to generate localised 
systems of production and provision.
Transition action repertoires therefore represent a type of collective political action 
that both challenges assumptions about the ways we live, and attempts to rearrange
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how the systems that support current lifestyles and livelihoods are organised. Indeed 
I would venture to say that not only is Transition striving to be a social, cultural and 
political movement, as Hopkins has suggested (2008a: 14), but an economic one. 
This not only blurs the distinctions between cultural and political movements that still 
tend to underpin much social movement theory, but also calls attention to the 
economy as a field for movement action which such terminology tends to obscure, 
despite numerous studies on the anti-globalisation movement.
Transition’s agenda, and thus its strategies, therefore represent much more ambition 
than either scholars of cultural and lifestyles movements, or policy-makers 
advocating community action, usually allow: ‘In answer to the question ‘Where does 
this go next?’, my hope is that it continues to grow into one of the most significant 
forces for change on the planet.... based on practical action, community appeal, 
inner Transition, social entrepreneurship, social justice, careful attention to deep 
engagement, using the best evidence, creating new economic models for inward 
investment, and finding skilful ways to involve local businesses and local 
government.’ (Hopkins 2011a: 290-1 )
But Transition is still very much a ‘niche’ movement that is in its infancy. How it will 
develop, what impact (if any) it will have in the long-term, whether these are the 
impacts that were hoped for, and what this means in terms of the evolution and 
efficacy of its strategies, are very much open questions. Will it become a significant 
movement that makes ‘major ripples’, as Hopkins (2011a: 290) claims, or will it 
simply burn-out? Many question whether any collective actor, be it a state or a 
movement, can steer society in a pre-determined direction: the interactions of a 
myriad of agents and the dispersed nature of governance create a dynamic context 
of opportunities and constraints, not only political and cultural, but economic.
Transition activists recognise this, and this makes some more circumspect about the 
prospects of large-scale success -  and the contribution their community action can 
make -  than the public proclamations of the Network might suggest. Not only do 
Initiative experiments in mapping what food and energy localisation might be able to 
deliver in particular districts highlight some of the difficulties and limitations of 
Transition goals, but, like many environment-related groupings, activists have found it 
hard to reach out beyond the ‘usual suspects’, the already interested. Although the 
movement has attempted to avoid identity politics through valuing inclusion, it has 
inadvertently created two green collective identities with the socio-economic
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demographic profile typical of many environment groups in the UK: white and middle- 
class. As such Initiatives cannot -  and indeed do not -  claim to be fully- 
representative of the communities within which they are located.
But relative to the number of people actively involved, I would argue that Transition 
has ‘hit above its weight’. This is first in terms of the influence it has garnered: there 
has been relatively wide coverage of the movement in the mainstream press; the 
appearance of The Transition Handbook on Waterstone’s list of top ten 2008 MP 
summer reads; and the request for Ed Milliband, then Minister for the Department of 
Energy and Climate Change, to attend part of the 2009 Transition annual conference. 
But most important, from the perspective of a community-based approach to a low 
carbon future, is the array of activities it has managed to catalyse so far in order to 
help enable those who wish to practice more sustainable lifestyles to do so.
Potential lessons from Transition
Analysing movement strategy, a neglected area, has much to offer social movement 
studies, particularly in terms of understanding their role in social change. Focusing 
on movement strategies provides a different perspective on movement dynamism 
from that offered by political process or resource mobilisation theorists who 
respectively focus on the political opportunity structures and competition over 
resources (although these remain useful theoretical frameworks). But I would also 
argue, based on this study, that exploring movement strategy brings into sharp focus 
the mobilisation of collective action, the core purpose of movements, rather than 
simply the mobilisation of people to which movements are often reduced.
This is an analysis of movement strategy that does not draw on specific decision­
making instances as Jasper (2004) recommends, but on activist accounts of 
movement collective action, approach and involvement. Though ethnographic in 
method, it allows for a broader scope that has resulted in the core conclusion of the 
thesis: that the Transition movement has adopted a generic change strategy that is 
not only about prefiguring future lifestyles and livelihoods, but of reconfiguring 
present systems in order to bring them about. In essence, this is a grassroots green 
niche movement focused on creating social change. Exploring how it attempts to do 
this is therefore likely to be important in understanding how social change does (or
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does not) occur, a core concern of sociologists, yet a lacuna in social movement 
research.
Conceptually, this study of Transition strategy has potentially made a number of 
contributions to this body of knowledge. It has identified a vocabulary of desirability 
not noted previously in studies of framing. It has helped disentangle the complexities 
of movement identity and the strategic dilemmas it can pose. It has highlighted a 
community-based mode of organising and tactical repertoires largely invisible in 
social movement thinking about the environmental movement. It has pointed to 
processes of circulation and reinvention (as opposed to diffusion and replication) key 
to the spread of tactical repertoires within this movement. It has drawn attention to 
change strategies that are likely to be important in understanding movement 
collective action. It has suggested that movement strategy is emergent and 
interlinked. And it has argued for the potentially political nature of lifestyle 
movements.
Whether the findings outlined above have any relevance to other movements will 
require further research. But of greater concern for me, is whether it has any use for 
the Transition movement itself, particularly given the limitations identified in the 
methodology. I only focused on Transition in the UK, especially England, and I have 
not explored Transition community-based action undertaken in relation to other 
themes, for instance in relation to ‘Inner Transition’. Thus whilst I suggest the 
strategies I have identified reflect those of the movement as a whole, based on what I 
know, this may be challenged both by activists and researchers in other country 
contexts where Transition is active. I hope, however, that the analysis may be useful 
in further activist thinking about Transition strategy.
I also hope that the research might be useful for others interested in pursuing a 
sustainable, just and low carbon future. What is especially interesting about 
Transition’s action strategy is that it involves tactics that go beyond individual 
awareness-raising about consumption choices and practices, the simplest (and most 
challenged) of behaviour change approaches, to developing infrastructure for low 
carbon provisioning. Moreover, this is within the context of attempting to support the 
creation and expansion of low carbon food, energy and transport systems of 
provision at local-level which can co-exist with and ultimately replace the carbon­
intensive systems that are currently the norm. This is a very different approach to
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low carbon (behaviour) change than the financial incentives, social marketing and 
‘customer insight’ approaches of government.
It is also different from prevailing policy and practice assumptions about the role of 
community action in promoting a low carbon future. Both the Coalition and Labour 
governments of the past 5 years have tended to see the role of community action as 
a non-controversial means of diffusing particular behaviours (in this instance to lower 
the carbon-intensivity of household practices) because of assumed local networks of 
trust. What is interesting about Transition strategies is that whilst this is an element 
of the Transition approach (as the creation of behaviour change programmes such as 
Transition Streets indicates), encouraging behaviour change is by no means the only 
role Transition community action has taken on. Indeed the creation of local 
providers, the soft and hard infrastructure that can support more sustainable 
practices, is an increasingly prominent aspect of Transition change strategies, an 
aspect that I feel is particularly worth further investigation.
The potential lesson here is that focusing on shifting the nature of local systems of 
provision may be equally important to the more usual individualised deficit-based 
awareness-raising or championing strategies of sustainability that still dominate 
policy and practice understandings of the role of community action in social change.
I suggest that this is because social practices are an integral part of such socio- 
technical systems, and in contextualising behaviour within the soft and hard 
infrastructure which shapes it, more points of entry for change become evident. This 
is echoed in Hopkins’ belief (2011a: 291) that Transition needs to remain broad in 
scope.
Another potential lesson is about the utilisation of an environmental collective 
identity. Whilst this may be important in attracting and sustaining activist participation 
in support of an ‘ecological’ worldview (Castells 2010), public engagement may be 
facilitated by actually eschewing such labels as their association with particular social 
identities can be perceived as off-putting to those who are not the ‘usual suspects’.
A further lesson is that the dominant policy and practice discourse of diffusion, 
replication and scaling up fails to understand the dynamics of the spread of activities 
from place to place, as illustrated by the Transition movement. It misses the 
importance of the role of reflexive local agents, place-based adaptation and cross­
fertilisation in the creation and development of ‘local reinventions’ to which a strategy
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of community action can particularly contribute. This is the context in which 
grassroots green niche social innovations arise and spread, adapting, evolving, and 
changing as they do.
This echoes Seyfang and Longhurst's (2013) contention based on an empirical study 
of local currencies internationally that the spread of social innovations differs from 
that of technological innovations and may lead to fragmentation rather than 
consolidation. What I draw from the evidence from Transition is that learning efforts, 
rather than focusing on identifying particular examples o f ‘best practice’, might be 
better focused on the mechanisms that facilitate circulation and reinvention of activity 
ideas. The aim then would be to ensure activities are well-adapted to their 
circumstances and purpose and to support local inventiveness in application, rather 
than replication. But this needs further research.
I am aware that in pointing out the potential radical-ness of Transition strategy and 
community action per se in relation to sustainability, something I see as positive, I 
also inadvertently enter the realm of cultural politics, and that this may have 
unexpected consequences for Transition. My aim is not only to ‘do no harm’ with this 
research, but ideally ‘do some good’ in the sense of making (an admittedly small) 
contribution to the achievement of a low carbon, sustainable and just future. My 
hope is that this is achievable, given the relatively supportive stance to community 
action by authorities and the non-oppositional and transition-oriented stance of the 
movement.
Transition is a very new movement. But it is one that I believe has the potential to 
offer a lot of lessons for both academics and practitioners interested in movements 
and/or strategies of sustainability, if its evolving strategies help it to keep up 
momentum. To me. Transition is therefore very much worth following. Though this 
thesis is only a start, I hope it has shown why the Transition movement is of such 
interest.
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